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Abstract

This thesis is a queer science fiction novel that takes place in a corporate
governed society. The main power source is energy generated by artificially created
beings known as the Wired. The novel follows the story of Ryan, a Wired technician with
ambitions to climb the corporate ladder, and Astra, a Wired that is more than meets the
eye. Ryan and Astra meet and fall in love, and through that relationship the corruptness
of this society is revealed. Together, Ryan and Astra work to bring revolution and change
to the world around them.

1
Critical Introduction

As a child, I lived in my head quite a bit. I staged my own stories on the swing
sets at recess, often preferring my characters to flesh and blood playmates. This caused
quite a lot of concern with my teachers and resulted in at least one meeting with a
counselor, but my family encouraged my imagination. Initially, my source of literature
was my older sister. She passed me her Harry Potter, her American Girl books, and her
Narnia when she was finished with them. These stories fed into my own. Soon, my recess
plays involved wizards and magical lands as well.
My interest in the fantastical didn't wane as I grew older, although I began to lean
on older protagonists and a broader range of narrative worlds. My bookshelves were
filled with fantasy and science fiction. However, as much as I devoured these authors and
genres, a feeling of discontent began to rise in me as I began to recognize a common
thread. Mostly, I cared little for romance in novels, at least not as the central story, but all
these stories and protagonists were overwhelmingly heteronormative. There were
occasionally queer side characters, some even with interesting personalities and
relationships, but that's all they were, side characters. I was noticing that stories with
LGBT protagonists were mostly literary in nature, with plots that somehow related to
their queerness. As a—albeit then unrealized—bisexual woman, I felt like an enormous
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range of people were going unrepresented. Of course, it will always be important for
LGBT people to tell their stories, but I also wanted to see a lesbian fly a spaceship, a gay
knight save the prince from the dragon. I wanted queer protagonists to be normalized in
genre fiction. This is becoming more prevalent as time goes on, Becky Chambers and
Rainbow Rowell immediately come to mind as authors with mainstream queer genre
novels, both of which were best sellers. Becky Chambers A Long Way to a Small and
Angry Planet has the trappings of a space opera, but at its core is a character study of a
small space crew of both human and alien origin. She builds a relationship between a
young woman and a feminine lizard alien—and yes, I’m aware of how wild that sounds,
but remember this is science fiction—that transcends all cisgender, heteronormative
boundaries. Rainbow Rowell's Carry On is essentially a queer take on Harry Potter, with
a magical setting, a chosen one, a bombastic villain, and a slow burn love story with a
cranky vampire. The important thing is that while queerness is part of the story, it isn't
the story. If I had been able to see queer protagonists just living their lives and having
adventures, characters I could look up to and project on, I would have realized that there
was more than just boy meets girl. If I these relationships had been treated as natural,
rather than a phenomenon in a largely heterosexual world, I may have realized some
things about myself a lot sooner.
This is why writing a queer science fiction story was so important to me. Queer
genre fiction is still very much a niche market, and I wanted my readers to know that
these characters existed, that there was more than coming out stories, disappointed
families, and tragic romances. Before starting out, I knew next to nothing about my novel
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except that I wanted my characters to be gay, and that there would be no great revelations
about sexuality, no discussions of social stigma. If there was one thing that was going to
be natural in my story, it was going to be this relationship. The purpose of science fiction,
I believe is to explore human issues and connections, to show that there is always
something to recognize even when everything else has become unrecognizable, and those
ideals are not exclusive to heterosexual culture.
My thesis began its life as a short story of the same name. I could name a number
of influences as inspiration, such as Ursula Le Guin or Margaret Atwood. It wouldn’t be
untrue, since those women were influences in my work. But the core idea came from
what is widely considered to be the worst Star Trek episode ever conceived, “Spock’s
Brain”. The title is well deserved. Spock’s brain is literally stolen out of his skull so he
can power a facility for a group of beautiful women—a ridiculous episode. But there was
a line that stuck with me, Spock comparing running the building as similar to regulating a
body—regulating heat, fluids, electric impulses. I thought that idea had merit, and that
was the concept behind the Wired. It began as a short story for my fiction workshop, but
as I wrote it the more questions came up. What specifically happened to make the world
this way? What are the character motivations? Why do these people do what they do? It
became evident that I had too much plot to fit within the confines of a short story, so I
turned towards the novel.
I went into the novel planning on tackling big issues—climate change, corporate
greed, bodily autonomy, and the unseen, underprivileged labor that is present in society.
And I like to think I brought those into Astra and Ryan’s story, but what surprised me is
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how important their relationship became. These characters came from very different lives
and perspectives—which is why having a dual point of view was so important, they are
both the protagonist of this story—and the story is as much, if not more, about how they
come together. As much as I was writing a book that tackled the Big Issues, I was also
writing about personal insecurity, the importance of communication, the growth of a
relationship and intimacy. These are very human concerns that will always exist, whether
one lives in a dystopian corporatocracy or a tiny studio apartment in contemporary
America. Both Astra and Ryan are finding themselves and each other throughout the
course of the novel. There are many revolutions in this novel—bodily revolution,
political revolution, sexual revolution—but that revolution of self is perhaps the greatest
of them all.
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Chapter 1

Ryan
The video starts with a wide shot, spanning over a vast metropolis of past
generations. I’ve seen this before, practically every year in primary school. I don’t think
the video has changed since our city was founded. I suspect that every standard series of
training videos have the same beginning regardless of the job, from waste management to
genetic engineering.
The camera zooms in on a city street with thousands of people shopping, walking
various pets, and shoving past each other to reach wherever they’re going. It’s more
people than I’ll ever see in my lifetime. A feminine voiceover kicks in, calm and nonthreatening.
It started small. A gradual change in climate, water levels rising year by year,
weather becoming more intemperate.
More scenes flash by, cityscapes, scenes of mountains, forests, and frozen ice
caps. It’s always jarring to see how big this world really is when you have access to so
much of it. It’s difficult to imagine that much space while sitting on this crowded train,
pressed up against a maintenance worker who smells strongly of burning rubber and a
teenage girl determinedly avoiding eye contact with the people around her.
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The train lurches, which causes a boy in a Trade School uniform to stumble into
me, briefly defragging the image. I probably should have picked a better place to finish
up my training videos. The Market wants me to get through them all before my first day.
They’re boring, tedious, and much of it is information I already know, so I’d put it off.
But I won’t be allowed in the door if my Slate doesn’t verify completion, hence the lastminute viewing.
Once the pixels reassemble, they show expansive images gradually fading away
for landfills, polluted streams, and news articles with inflammatory headlines like Sea
Levels at a Record High!
As the polar ice caps melted the sea began to overwhelm its banks, but in other
areas the desert began to grow, swallowing borders, cities, homes.
A wide shot of desert and then the camera zooms in on houses buried in sand and
families living on their rooves as they try to adjust to the new environment.
The only way out was technology. Corporations were given free rein to create and
innovate, the governments stepping aside to allow them the power needed to save us.
Images of smiling scientists wearing goggles and lab coats. Spaces with all the
expected earmarks of a laboratory: beakers, test tubes, a microscope on a gleaming
stainless-steel table. When I was younger, this is what I imagined life would be when I
grew up. But the road to get there is never so straightforward.
First there were many companies working in tandem, but there were too many
opposing ideas. Too much in-fighting and not enough progress. From the chaos, one
company emerged to restore order, Solas Incorporated.
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Now I’m getting a view of the Solas Corporate office, light reflecting off its heat
reflective panels as it reaches towards the sky. Buildings tend to construct upwards to
conserve on space, but the Corporate Office is easily the tallest building, modeled after
Old World skyscrapers.
Under Solas’ guiding hand, the people banded together, building a home for the
hard workers, the deserving.
Images of construction workers erecting new buildings, farmers in the genetic
agriculture warehouses, people in the Market.
Our city, Harmony, rose from the wasteland, a haven against the desert and the
harsh sandstorms. Harmony became one of many city states—a brief glimpse of a map
showing the eight other habitable areas we’re aware of, not that anyone had ever actually
seen them—but none so grand and so great, hidden behind a dome of energy to protect
us from the world outside.
Finally, the money shot, an image of the Dome, with its intricate, shimmering net
of energy surrounding the city and cutting through the desert drudgery. If I look upwards
out my window, I can see its lattice, though it doesn’t look nearly as bright against the
yellowish smog it’s repelling.
The Dome keeps us safe, protects the deserving, and Solas is its guardian.
Normally, this is where the video would end. But the next part is new. I watch as
the bright utopia begins to decline, the streets becoming dirtier, people gathering in the
streets, sad children staring blankly into the camera.
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But not every paradise could last forever. Resources, on a steady decline, dried
up. The ground was parched—a series of images of dry soil and shriveled crops—with
nothing left to give. People were starving on the streets, populations ravaged by poverty
and disease. But once again, Solas stepped in, pioneering the alternate energy race.
A man comes into the forefront of the screen. I recognize him instantly. There’s a
statue of him in the city square, and even seventy years after his death, his image remains
popular in advertising and entertainment. Our hero and founder, Dr. Sirius Schaefer.
Dr. Schaefer discovered the way to amplify natural neural processes, and from
that research came the Wired, a clean, sustainable battery and processor, providing a
framework for the system that would come to run the city. The Wireds’ neural processes
run faster and more efficiently than any artificial network, and through their work,
unimaginable feats became possible. Trains without rails, a nearly limitless production of
food and water, air filtration and purification.
The Grav-Rail in the training video is sleek and shiny with plenty of seats and
smiling people. Perhaps this was an accurate description from that period, but it doesn’t
match the dingy, creaky machine that I’m currently riding. It remains the fastest, most
reliable way to get around, but that means that the compartments are packed every hour
of every day. Efficiency is always a priority over comfort.
There are other images too, examples of how life has improved. Aid workers
handing out food and water, children playing and smiling, a general sense of comfort and
prosperity conveyed in soft lighting and music.
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No child must go sick or hungry. Now everyone has a home, a livelihood, a
purpose, and Solas technology is improving all the time. This is why Harmony is the
crown jewel of the city states. Through the Wireds’ sacrifice, Harmony lives.
Wide shot of Harmony skyline, bright and hopeful, and then fade to black.
And that’s my last training video, which is aptly timed as my stop is approaching.
“Market District coming up in 3, 2—screeeech!”
I wince, tilting at the abrupt stop, which I can never get used to no matter how
much I ride, and manage to resist grabbing onto the teen girl’s shoulder I’ve been pressed
into for the last three stops. Between the constant press of bodies and the raspy voice of
the AI conductor, I prefer walking or biking whenever possible.
“Thank you for riding the Grav-Rail. Have a productive day!”
The Market District is an odd intermediary between the Radius of the richer
districts and the slums of the Rim. No matter who you are, you need basic supplies, food,
clothing, and water. For space preservation, it’s easier if these services are all in the same
place, though specific wares are divided into their own sub-sectors such as textiles or
food. You have basic stores of secondhand clothing and coarse, recycled fibers sitting
next to boutiques with synthesized and integrated tech clothing. Upper scale restaurants
and shops with real fruits and vegetables provided from in-store gardens between dive
bars serving synth-ale.
And in the center is the Market, so singular that it requires no other name. This is
where you find your basics. Protein rations, vegetable supplements, even farm animals if
you’re extremely rich. Everyone comes here for something. Yet despite its importance for
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the daily life of any Harmony citizen, it is one of the most rundown buildings in the city
outside of the Rim. The Market doesn’t make food—that’s the genetic agriculture
division—merely distributes it, which doesn’t require for much upkeep aside from food
preservation and basic maintenance such as lights and heating. Hardly worth much
funding and effort.
This brown, square warehouse is to become my new workplace.
I walk through automatic doors. I’m uncertain where I’m meant to go, so I stop a
stocking bot by one of the shelves.
“Can I help you?” it asks, voice high and tinny. It’s an unnerving design, with a
short, square body set on wheels, green-grey metallic skin, and a bulbous round head that
is permanently smiling.
“I’m starting work today. Can you tell me where to go?”
“I’m sorry, could you repeat your inquiry?”
“I’m a new employee. Where do I clock in?”
“I’m sorry, can I help you?”
I sigh. Clearly stockers don’t require a robust AI. If I don’t word this request just
right, I’ll get stuck in a conversational loop. “Look, can I see the manager?”
That seems to register. The wide, cartoonish eyes flash briefly, and I hear a
whirring as it processes. “Request for manager: processing. Processing. Processing.
Approved! We have heard your request and ask that you wait for a manager’s response.
Your call is very important to us.”
I have no idea what this means. “So...do I wait here then?”
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The bot pays me no heed. “Incoming transmission.” The bot’s eyes light up,
projecting a hazy image of a woman in perhaps her mid to late-thirties, hair buzzed close
to her head. Her smile has a manic bent. If the picture quality wasn’t so terrible, I imagine
I could see the muscles moving all the way up to her skull.
“Hello there! I’m the Market manager! How may I help you!” The affected lilt in
her voice, an artificial cheeriness, is an assault to the bot’s shoddy speakers, distorting the
audio and stilting her words. The effect creates a migraine akin to coming down after
snorting Crash. A selection program handles lower level hires, sorting people into jobs
based on their qualifications. Only upper level positions, the skilled laborers, rate actual
interviews. Before this moment, I was at best a name on a sheet to this woman, and she
obviously is under the impression I am a customer.
“Uh—hello. I’m Ryan Clarke, the new hire? I’m supposed to start work today?” I
say.
The grin falters as the manager realizes she has no reason to perform. “You were
supposed to go through the loading door,” she tells me. “The front is for employees.”
I’ve barely been here ten minutes and I’ve already messed up. Anxiety knots in
my stomach. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
The manager’s eyes roll upwards, as if consulting the ceiling for guidance. “Well,
you’re here now. Come to my office.”
“How do I—”
“The stock bot will show you the way,” she says, and the projection cuts out.
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The stock bot lets out a little chirp and starts rolling away. Its wheels squeak
unpleasantly with the movement. I take the cue and follow it down the aisle.
I think I’d need a map implanted in my hardware to keep track of where we’re
going. The store is designed with max efficiency in mind over comfort to maintain a high
turnover. People get in, get what they need, and get out. It’s clean, at the very least, but
everything is uniform. Grey tiled floors, stark white walls, and towering aisles of crates
only differentiated by colored labels with names like Fiber, Vitamins A-D, Gluten, and
Animal Byproduct.
The manager’s office appears to be adjoined to the cafeteria area, and I wonder if
the noise makes work difficult. The bot makes a pinging noise that must serve the same
function as a knock because the door opens soon after. Mission complete, the bot rolls
away and leaves me to face my new boss alone. She stands in the doorway and gives me
a long, assessing look. In person, I see she’s almost a head shorter than me, and has the
kind of eye bags that make it look like she hasn’t slept in days. Her smile returns, and it
flickers slightly in the corners.
“You’re the new hire?” she says, and I wonder if we’re going to repeat our entire
previous conversation.
I nod. “Yes. I’m Ryan? Ryan Clarke?”
“Good. I’m Wendy Smalls, the main manager here. If you have questions, there’s
a request form in the manual uploaded to your Slate. Fill one out and I should be able to
get to it in three to five days. Here’s your vest.”
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How could I forget about the Market vest? Bright red, as is the mark of the
service industry, and how I will be identified five days out of the week. I had hoped since
my work is behind the scenes, I’d avoid wearing one. I understand that it’s company
policy, and more than that, it’s important that a citizen’s role is instantly understood. But
it’s not like I’m going to be working the floor—the bots do most of the floor work,
though there are always employees to do maintenance when they break and act as
mediums with customers when bots run into a problem their programming can’t handle.
I’m a lab technician. I’ll spend most of my days in the basement monitoring and
maintaining the Wired. No one is going to care how I dress.
No such luck. I put on the shiny, plastic cotton vest under Wendy’s watchful eye,
and try not to think about the many that wore it before me.
“I’ll show you to your workplace,” Wendy says. Without waiting for my reply,
she sets off at a brisk place, cutting through the store in a relatively straight line. Every so
often, she’s stopped by a customer with questions, which Wendy answers with that same
somewhat manic grin. Perhaps this is what her face naturally settles into when she tries to
smile.
We head towards the back room, which is where most of the Market’s work takes
place. It’s a mess of high reach shelves, crates, and miscellaneous bots in various states of
repair. I don’t know why Wendy opts to escort me herself rather than having another bot
do the honors until we reach the back door. It looks strange set against the grey
cinderblock wall. The door is pale blue and faintly luminous. If I look closely, I can see
veins of energy running along the surface. The air around it feels warmer than the rest of

14
the warehouse, and I have no doubt that direct contact with the surface would burn my
skin.
There’s a key scanner positioned to the right of the door. Wendy fishes a card out
of the lining of her coat, and when it scans a rectangular panel pops open to reveal a
fingerprint pad. “You’ll be getting your own in a few days,” she says, indicating the little
white card. “Once your credentials have been completely processed and we got you fully
into the employee registry.”
The door slides aside, opening into a narrow hallway that tilts immediately into a
long, deep staircase. The ventilation here is poor, making the air cold and uncomfortably
dry. The bottom of the stairs reveals surprisingly little, just a half circle opening with
three doors that are identical to the entrance.
“The others are storage areas,” Wendy says. “Mostly for the more volatile
cleaning solutions and such. There are safety concerns, but it’s also to keep out the
junkies. You won’t believe the kind of things people will shoot into their veins these
days.”
“You’d be surprised,” I say. My parents run a clinic close to the Rim. I’ve seen
more than my fair share of shivering, shriveled addicts.
My door is between these storage areas and getting in requires another fingerprint
scan and a separate keycard. Getting into work is going to be a massive inconvenience
the few days it will take to get processed, and afterwards, stars help me if I ever lose my
keys.
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Unlike the rest of the basement, the room is warm from the whirring machinery,
and a decent size, though the lack of windows makes it seem small and closed off. I’m
surprised by how much physical equipment is present; consoles, screens, beeping
monitors. The kind of tech that has long moved to the holographic sphere for the sake of
space and simplicity. Some of this technology is first generation, stuff long out of
production. It’s all pushed in piles in the corners of the room, thick cables feeding into a
large metal tube taking up most of the back wall. This is the Wired rig. Maintaining it
will be my primary purpose.
Directly across from the rig is my workstation. There’s probably a desk there, but
it’s difficult to tell because the surface is encompassed by three massive screens, which
are currently blank. Sitting at the desk is a girl sprawled in her chair, vest thrown over the
back, legs resting on an antiquated tech tower that she must have dragged over for this
specific purpose.
“I have to get back upstairs. Isabel can take it from here,” Wendy says, gesturing
towards the girl. She is quick to straighten up when she notices the manager watching,
throwing on the employee uniform with such speed that I almost get whiplash watching.
In seconds, she is the model of protocol, fit for a Solas promo stream.
Wendy rolls her eyes, mouth pursed in a thin line, but doesn’t say anything,
opting instead to make a beeline out of the room.
Isabel slumps back as soon as she is out of sight, directing her gaze to me. “I take
it you’re here to take over?”
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“Yeah,” I answer, confused by the question. I know hiring practices are hands off,
but it seems like everyone I meet is surprised that I’m here.
Isabel pops out of her chair as quickly as she slumped into it, resembling a tightly
coiled spring. “Finally! I need to get out of here.” She casts a wary glance over her
shoulder. “This place gives me the creeps.”
I can see where she’s coming from. The machinery crowds the space, towering
over our heads in dully metallic piles that make them resemble boxy, alien bodies with
shadows that stretch into odd shapes along the walls. The various screens and
apparatuses are the main source of light, outshining the sad, flickering fixture overhead.
It’s enough to see by, but it gives the whole room an eerie glow. “Is it really that bad?”
“You have no idea,” Isabel assures me. “Being cooped up here is like solitary
confinement.” She tries to smile, but there’s too much teeth and it looks closer to a
grimace. “But I’m sure you’ll be fine. Night shift should be quiet.”
“Quiet and dark with few personnel to hear me scream,” I say.
Isabel laughs, patting my arm sympathetically. “Good luck, newbie.” She brushes
past me, pulling her card from her pocket to open the door.
I sidle next to her, trying to block her escape with my side. “Wait a minute. Aren’t
you supposed to train me a bit before leaving?” There’s so much I don’t know: system
schematics, protocols, dosages.
“It’s all in the book,” Isabel says, pushing past me. Her keycard scans, and with a
click of the lock and the whoosh of decompressed air as the door slides aside, she
disappears and leaves me to my fate.
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The book had to be the Employee Manual. Personal technology isn’t allowed on
company grounds. We are provided with Solas issued tech to prevent security breaches,
and I had been issued a Slate upon accepting this position. It is, like all the other tech I’ve
so far encountered, clunky, huge—almost the size of my palm—and slow. It takes me a
moment of fiddling with unfamiliar settings before I find the correct linking in the
Cortex—the city-wide information network. I read through startup instructions, guides to
basic care and maintenance, safety protocols. I notice notes in the margins of the manual
written in various hands, hints that vary from helpful—Keep an eye on the electrics.
Power outages are common—to irate—The little asshole bluescreened me again. Four
hours of work down the shitter.
These guidelines fail to reassure me as I log into the central viewscreen, following
step by step instructions as described in the manual. The keyboard feels odd on my
fingertips, worn and dusty. I’m accustomed to my personal Slate—which projects a
holographic apparatus when one is required. I keep an eye on my hands to make sure I’m
inputting the right commands, for I find the key placement awkward. Once this is
complete, there’s nothing to do but wait for the system to boot up. I sit there and watch
colors flash across my screen as the computer wakes up, drumming my fingers and
humming a tuneless little song. I clock it at twenty two minutes, which in production
terms is an eternity.
At last, I’m brought to the home screen and can familiarize myself with my new
employment. I pull up system schematics and vitals, and I get lost in the work. The math
of it, even in a system this antiquated, is beautiful. The way the neural link is seamlessly
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routed through the Cortex, creating a solid pathway for the transfer of energy and
information. I know the theory behind Wired technology, but seeing it in action is
fascinating. This isn’t exactly my area of study, but I can appreciate an intricate and
clever design.
It appears my coworkers, however, were not nearly as interested in the work as I
am. The network is a mess, the health and efficiency of the unit maintained to a bare
minimum. Maintenance is behind schedule and all the vitals are lagging and will require
adjustment. Clearly, job effort here only extends as far as minimum wage stretches. On
some level, I understand this sentiment. This isn’t exactly my dream job either, but if I’m
going to do something, I want to do it well.
I create a doc entitled “Areas of Concern” and begin compiling a list for myself in
order of priority. Malnourishment appears to be the root problem. The amniotic fluid will
have to be adjusted. Every Wired is immersed in a solution that not only provides
nutrients, but also has preservative qualities that can keep a Wired fresh for decades.
Some people are convinced that the fluid is the key to eternal youth, though efforts to
convert it for human use have all failed spectacularly. The Wired are uniquely adapted to
accept the fluid. For all else large amounts are toxic.
I shift my gaze from my screen, looking for another monitor I can fire up so that I
can cross-reference current nutrient levels to the standard.
I hear a noise, a soft whoosh of a working mechanism. I look up and realize that
I’ve been mistaken. The rig isn’t a metallic tube. The panels are merely an outer shell that
has now been retracted to reveal a clear enclosure, and for the first time I see the Wired.
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My stomach drops and for a moment all I can do is stare. I’ve never seen a Wired
in person before, only diagrams in books. But those pictures haven’t prepared me for a
living, breathing system, and certainly not one with arms and legs. Modern rigs only
require a functioning brain, extraneous parts excised to make production more efficient
and less... messy. I hadn’t known that there are full bodied units still in service.
It—he, for the Wired’s biology is undeniably masculine—and that in itself is a
strange convention, a Wired with visible gender—stands upright, floating in amniotic
fluid. True to the name, he’s covered in wires, so thin and oddly translucent they
resemble veins. Dark blue and red lines wrapping around arms and legs, yellow sticking
out of his torso and suspending him to the data stem—the pillar that connects him to the
larger network—copper threads coming out of the sides of his skull. He’s so immersed
that it’s difficult to get an impression of what lies beneath save for a general shape and
parts glimpsed through the gaps. Glimpses of very pale skin, a knee, a shoulder blade—
patches of body that appear and disappear as wires shiver and ripple in the fluid.
A face emerges from the nexus of wires, as if rising from the ancient ocean for
air. A small, heart shaped face, sharp cheek bones, even a tuft of ashy hair sprouting from
the top of his head—the rest of which presumably had been shaved off for ease of
access—and silvery grey eyes. My knuckles clutch the edge of the desk, for I fear if I
don’t ground myself, I’ll go running out the door.
He’s looking at me.
His expression is blank, devoid of emotion, and he is almost perfectly still as he
regards me. I have no reason to believe he is aware of my presence, but when I move, the
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gaze follows. Is that normal? Every picture I’ve seen of this model had eyes closed, as if
they were sleeping, not the focused, clear gaze that suggests... intelligence. But units
aren’t created with higher brain function. They are merely husks, conductors of the
network. To hook up a conscious, sentient being would be inhumane.
Part of me still wants to bolt, but another part wants to move closer, the intensity
of the Wired’s gaze pulling me forward. I’m being ridiculous, falling into the urge to
anthromorphize. This is another reason why these units were taken out of commission.
People had gotten attached to them and created problems. There’s evidence for this
condition. Papers had been written. I force my head down and try to get back to work.
But he’s still looking at me. Our eyes meet every time I look up, and even when I
don’t, I feel his gaze, a constant pressure that seems far more focused than it should be. I
try to get the shell back up so I don’t have to deal with him, but I find it’s only active
when the system is in Sleep Mode, which shuts down all functions I need to monitor him.
I suspect the only reason the shield had been down in the first place is that Isabel had
opted to finish her final shift early.
What’s worse is that the work doesn’t provide any distraction. I’m beginning to
understand some of the reason little got done down here. The processors are incredibly
slow. I find much of my time is spent idle, waiting for programs to load and my screen to
boot up so I can begin tracking the Wired’s vital signs and making the necessary
adjustments to keep things running smoothly. I’m supposed to file reports every few
hours on the Wired’s condition, observations and the like. Mostly it’s busy work to
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justify paying someone to essentially sit in an empty room and stare at a screen for eight
hours. I’m never going to get the first one in on time at this rate.
When I do finally get myself logged in, I find the program is full of glitches. The
screen is heavily pixelated, making the data difficult to read, and the picture tends to
fizzle. Sometimes, the screen goes completely black, forcing me to totally reboot and go
through the glacial logging in process all over again. Perhaps I have become spoiled by
holo-screens and the honed processing speed of my home unit. How does this business
function under these conditions? It’s a wonder the power is still on.
But as far as I can tell, the transfer of data and the effect on the systems remains
unchanged, regardless of my struggles. The glitches appear to be affecting me personally.
Maybe it’s the old equipment. Much of it has been cobbled together with parts of varying
ages, so it’s doubtful that everything is entirely compatible and working as cohesively as
it could have. But it’s hard not to look up, see those intent, faintly luminescent grey eyes,
and wonder if there’s an intelligence behind this.

22
Chapter 2

Ryan
“You wouldn’t be the first to wonder about a ghost in the machine,” Wendy tells
me three to five days later after I report the technical issues. “We’ve been asking
Corporate for a new unit for years, but the wheels of bureaucracy are slow. As far as
upper management is concerned, there’s no point wasting resources as long as the Wired
is still getting the job done, so we have to deal with it until total breakdown.”
“I see.” I should have guessed that myself. Just looking at Wendy’s office
demonstrates how much care Corporate brings into this warehouse. It’s looks and feels
like a box. The walls are painted light brown, and there’s nothing more than a desk
pushed into a corner. The space is so small there’s only a small pathway of space
between the desk and the door.
There’s an expectant silence as Wendy waits for me to ask another question or
dismiss myself. When I hesitate to do either, she prompts me. “Was there anything else?”
I worry that voicing the reason I really came here will come off as unprofessional,
but I can’t wait another five days to get questions answered, and my shifts don’t intersect
with any of the other technicians, so I can’t talk with them.
“It’s just... he keeps looking at me,” I say. “Is that normal?” I can deal with the
glitches and constant technical frustration if not for the eyes scrutinizing me every
second. It makes me paranoid, self-conscious, and it’s nearly impossible to focus.
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Wendy laughs, leaning back in her hardbacked chair. I’m shocked by the sudden
casualness of the motion. “I’m guessing you grew up with a closed off system?
Everything hidden behind metal casings?”
I nod, but she’s not waiting for my confirmation.
“When I was a kid, my neighborhood had a full body rig, though I think it got
replaced a few years back—haven’t visited in a long while. I remember it was tucked
away in its own little room, but it wasn’t hard to sneak in as long as you kept your
distance from the equipment. The maintenance worker used to charge for viewings, little
peep shows. I guess some people are into that short of thing.” Her lips curl and she leans
forward, suddenly all business once again. “I don’t need to tell you that running a side
hustle like that here would result in immediate termination, do I?”
I lean back so fast I nearly smack my head against the wall. “No, of course not! I
wouldn’t—I’d never!”
“Good.” The tension releases from her posture. “My point is that they stare, they
move a bit, sometimes you could swear they almost understand you, but they’re not alive.
Not really. It’s all involuntary functions. There’s nothing going on upstairs.”
“I know, but—” I know she’s right, but I can’t stop thinking about the way the
Wired’s eyes follow me. He seems so focused and deliberate.
“But nothing. Ryan, I get it. I used to be a technician too, before I moved to
management. I know how disconcerting the Wired is. It stared at me, too. But it’s just an
empty gaze, nothing more. You get used to it.”
I don’t want to get used to it.
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My uncertainty must show on my face, because Wendy sighs. “Ryan, I’ll be frank
with you. I don’t expect you to stay here forever. I have your file. Someone with your
credentials has bigger things on the horizon. But you have to stay focused if you expect
to get anywhere. Plenty of people start here thinking the Market is going to be a stepping
stone, but twenty years later, they’re still here. If you feel like you can’t handle this, you
can ask for a transfer, but there aren’t many starting positions available that suits your
particular proficiencies.”
“No, that won’t be necessary. I can handle this.” Being a Wired technician is
hardly a dream job. My specialty is neural prosthetics, but I’m never going to get a better
position if I don’t get some relatable work experience, and at least in this job there is
some crossover in the skill set. If I stick it out here, my efforts will get noticed, and I’ll
have the opportunity for promotion. I can’t let anything jeopardize that.
“Good. I look forward to seeing your reports. Now, is there anything else?”
Wendy asks.
“No ma’am,” I say, and I leave her office.
I try to take her advice and stay focused on the work. I keep my eyes on my
console, only looking up at my charge when absolutely necessary. I can almost ignore the
creeping sensation of being watched if I concentrate hard enough, and I’m satisfied with
the results. I’ve been gradually increasing the nutritional balance in the Wired’s fluid to
combat the malnutrition I noticed. A more balanced diet increases energy levels,
concentration, and efficiency. It also has the unfortunate side effect of increasing waste
production, which is yet another unsavory part of the job that I deal with—I suspect
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avoiding waste disposal was why his nutritional supplements were lagging in the first
place—but it’s a small price to pay.
The technical problems continue. The lights flicker off and on, I still can’t figure
out how to close the pod, and sometimes I get strange popups on my screen that refuse to
go away, but I manage to fit paperwork into that rhythm. My reports start coming in on
time, and Wendy even compliments me after a week for the noticeable increase in
productivity. I can still feel the Wired’s eyes watching me as I work. No matter what
anyone says, I will never get used to the way he constantly follows me, but I’m learning
to tolerate it.
I manage to get through the first month before anything disrupts my routine. I
come into work to find a flashing reminder on my screen of a diagnostics check. This is
mandatory maintenance performed every six months to make sure the wires are secure,
the connections are stable, and to make necessary adjustments according to the readout.
It’s rare for a Wired to be completely disconnected from the data stem. It’s possible to do
so if necessary, but the reserve program is less efficient, and adequate protocols need to
be in place to prevent outages and system failures. Easier to just run scheduled checks to
keep repairs to a minimum.
The procedure requires little input on my part. All I have to do is watch his vitals
and brain scans to make sure he’s responding accordingly and to avoid possible
complications. I engage the correct protocols, lean back in my chair and let the machine
do the rest.
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Everything goes according to expectations. The machines hum softly as I watch
the screens, relevant areas lighting up at the appropriate moments.
The lights in the room flicker out. Not just the overhead lights, but the
illumination from the monitors in the room except for my desk computers and the fluid in
the Wired Rig. I sit in the blackness for only a moment, but it’s a moment too long. The
lights come back on, but they’re flickering weakly, as if struggling to hang on. I pull up a
maintenance screen. There are massive fluctuations in illumination levels, and it’s not
just there. Heat is rising and lowering rapidly. I’m shivering one moment, sweating the
next, but I can’t figure out where the issues are coming from. Is it just in the basement, or
is the rest of the Market being affected? I could lose my job if the shoppers complain.
As I try to investigate the issues, the monitor to my left begins to beep, a long and
continuous noise. It draws my attention to the chaos of the Wired’s scans. Heart and
respiratory rate are spiking, the brain graph lighting up like the technicolor signs in the
Skin District. I grew up around brain scans, had once sat on my mother’s lap as she fired
up the MRI and narrated the brain like many parents would narrate story-holos. These
signals mean pain, rotating systematically through the Wired’s body.
The tech manual is vague about what “routine diagnostics” actually entail, how
connections are checked and maintained. Normally, the Wired is kept on a strict drug
regimen that keeps him numb, but looking at his system scans I realize that the
commands I entered have flushed out his system. He’s feeling it all.
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I glance upwards. The Wired seems as calm as ever, eyes still on me, but there’s a
barely perceptible twitch in his limbs, a slight flare of the nostrils, a quirk to the lips. It’s
the only time I’ve ever seen the Wired’s expression change. He’s practically screaming.
I try to shut it down, but the controls are locked, the protocol must run its course.
It’s an excruciating thirty four minutes. Sitting is impossible in his suspended state, but
the Wired’s shoulders seems to slump slightly when it’s over, limbs curling in ever so
slightly in a way that makes him look exhausted.
I make my way over, entering his space for the first time. He reminds me of an
exposed circuit, electricity still running through its pathways. Raw, vulnerable, but
dangerous. My instinct is to reach out, to fix him in some way, but I don’t know how to
do that for something that is watching me. I find myself placing my hand onto the surface
of the rig, the glass warm to the touch.
The Wired tilts his head, an inquisitive gesture that pairs strangely with his placid
expression, and a pale hand emerges from the mass. Thin wires trail from his wrist as his
hand lifts to meet mine, our fingers aligning against the glass.
I jerk back. The Wired’s own hand falls to his side. Was that deliberate, or was he
mimicking my motions? Mimicry isn’t difficult, just a set of directions, not unlike the
directions a Wired sends through the Cortex every moment of every day.
The Wired ‘s face offers no answers. There’s no movement there, not a hint of the
emotion I thought I saw from him, as if nothing happened at all. It’s possible I’m reading
too deeply into small gestures. I tentatively raise my hand again, testing my hypothesis.
The Wired follows my lead, and I think I catch a flicker of—but it can’t be—bemusement
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across his features. A tiny twitch in his facial muscles, a confused pursing of the lips, but
it’s gone in a second.
“Are... are you alright?” I ask. The question feels inadequate, but it’s the only one
I know how to voice. I hold my breath, waiting for an answer. A minute goes by. Two.
No movement, no indication the Wired comprehends my words. I can breathe again. I’m
overthinking. This is normal, all protocol. I need to get back to work.
But before I can get back my station, I hear a dull pounding, muted by many
layers of protective glass. I turn, and there he is, small, pale fist knocking against the
walls of his pod. Once he catches my attention, slowly, deliberately, he returns his hand
to lay flat against the glass, eyes on me. An invitation I can’t refuse. Once again, my
fingers meet his. The glass against my hand feels a little warmer than the rest. A little
more pliable, as if it could warp against our combined pressure, but that must be my
imagination.
The Wired tilts his head pointedly towards my pocket, and it’s then that I realize
that my Slate is vibrating. There’s a message waiting.
I don’t understand the question.
The words are there, in plain type and casual language, but I have difficulty
comprehending them. “You’re... you’re talking? You talk?” Did I know this? Read it
somewhere? Has anything like this moment ever been recorded?
I am capable of speech, but I am unsure of how to respond. Please clarify.
My eyes shift to the Wired, to my Slate, and back to the Wired. Can this voice
really be coming from him? “Clarify?”
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Yes. You inquired about my status. Define “all right”. Are you referring to my
efficiency or processing speed? My neural connection with the overall Cortex? Please
clarify your parameters.
These are reasonable questions, typical for any sort of troubleshooting, but I can’t
wrap my head around a reply. This can’t be a prank. Manipulating the Wired so perfectly
both through text and physical gestures would be impossible. As difficult as it is to
believe, there’s only one answer that makes any sense.
The Wired is talking to me.
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Chapter 3

Wired
I watch as the technician splutters, gaze shifting rapidly from me to his Slate. It’s
irritating to wait for an answer when he’s the one who raised the issue.
I’ve been watching Ryan from the moment I felt the electric tingle of his keycard
signaling to the door. As soon as he entered the employee registry I knew his name,
height, birth date, and work history. Ryan Clarke, age twenty-six, five feet eleven inches.
Brown hair, hazel eyes, a mole under his right eye. Specialty in neural prosthetics with
minor studies in various medical sciences.
I make a point of knowing my technicians. They’re the only physical people I
encounter. I have security cameras and can monitor the activities of various workers
when I’m in Active Mode, but it’s different to watch a person in motion with my own
eyes. I don’t have the opportunity to use my natural vision very often, and I find it
somewhat reassuring that my ocular muscles haven’t atrophied.
Ryan is also amusing to watch. He’s more expressive than the technicians I’m
used to. Most settle quickly into their jobs and stare listlessly at the screen as they browse
through the Cortex—technically recreational streaming is against policy, but there’s no
oversight to prevent it.
But Ryan likes to move—shift in his chair or pace around his desk—often while
muttering to himself, as if his higher reasoning functions better while he’s in motion. And
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he looks at me. Most technicians find me unnerving, but either they adjust and ignore my
presence, or they arrange for a transfer. Ryan’s gaze constantly shifts towards me. A few
instances we’ve even made direct eye contact, and thus far he hasn’t left nor given
indication that he intends to.
The activity and attention make me want to draw him out more, so I tease him. I
shut down his console, erase his work, and make loud noises at intermittent periods so
that I can watch the frustration contort his face and body. Teasing my technician is a
regular game, but usually I’m subtler than this. It has taken me years to gain this much
access and control over the system, and there are risks to giving myself away.
I don’t expect Ryan to talk to me, at least not directly. Technicians speak to the
Cortex, input data that gets related back to me. Sometimes, an offhand remark or question
will be aimed in my direction, but never in a manner that expects an answer.
When Ryan initiates contact, I’m suspicious and consider ignoring it. Direct
interaction is more trouble than it’s worth. Straying too far from standards can risk a hard
reset. There’s no coming back from a reset. Consciousness is reduced to binary code and
system updates. This is the standard practice in newer models. There used to be more of
me, a network of minds I could feel, though I couldn’t really interact with them. I haven’t
felt anyone else in a long time. I think I might be the only one of my kind left.
But I’m curious about the question. Why is he inquiring about my wellbeing?
Diagnostics has run smoothly, and vitals are back to standard. What does “all right” mean
to him?
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Ryan’s eyes are fixed to his Slate. I haven’t sent him more messages, so there’s
no reason why he won’t look at me. I thump the glass again to remind him I’m waiting
for a response.
Ryan starts a little, finally looking up. I gesture to his Slate once more and for
good measure repeat my request.
Please clarify your parameters.
“My parameters—uh—I don’t know. It seemed like that—the diagnostics, I
mean—that it hurt?”
I’m uncertain why this is a point of confusion when the results are clear on his
screen, but I have engaged in this dialogue, so I shall see it through. Pain is a necessary
part of the procedure. My body’s natural pain receptors determine connectivity and
functionality, just like any other organism.
Pain is Solas’ greatest asset. It’s used as a deterrent, a security measure, and a
diagnostics tool. It’s simpler to let the body’s natural defenses do the work. The scan
agitates the pain receptors. It feels like a needle prick, fleeting pain repeated two hundred
times for every square centimeter of skin. When I was first Wired, before I had
adjusted—I was ten or maybe twelve years old—I’d screamed the first few tests, nearly
broke my restraints from the seizures. Now neuro-relaxants are standard protocol.
Ryan takes a step back, his eyes widening, and I know then that he won’t last in
this job. Not with this kind of fear. I get sensitive types every so often, and they always
transfer. I predict another six weeks, at best.
“I—I didn’t know you could feel pain,” he says.
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I’m alive. It’s only natural that I would feel pain, I answer, bemused that I have to
tell him this. Clearly that medical minor was poorly spent.
“But I don’t—”
Someone’s coming. I can see the night manager coming down the hall through my
periphery cameras. Her key card signal presses against my consciousness, and I grant
access, a reflex I’m unable to curb.
In the few moments my warning grants him, Ryan dives back to his deck, staring
at his console intently, the picture of an employee hard at work. But there is an obvious
tension in his shoulders, his posture far too straight to be natural. He isn’t technically
doing anything wrong by speaking with me, but it is irregular behavior, akin to
conversing with a synth-plant or a favored bicycle.
“Everything all right down here?” the manager asks. Her lips are curled in a thinly
veiled sneer of distaste that she adopts every time she’s forced to come down here, which
she tries to avoid as much as possible. She was a technician too, at one point, managed to
stick it out for two years. I still remember her browser history. She spent a lot of her time
working on a poorly coded erotic sim novel, which I eventually guided into her mother’s
inbox. She transferred over to night stocking on her way to management not long after. I
wasn’t sad to see her go.
“Yeah, fine. I had some trouble with the lights, but it seems like it’s cleared itself
up?” Ryan says.
The manager laughs. “Oh right. This is your first diagnostics test. Did you
remember to disconnect the Wired from the secondary electrics?”
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“Uh... no. I didn’t realize I had to?” Ryan answers. “Is that in the manual?”
“It is, but it’s hidden under so many complicated directions, newbies always miss
that step. Creates quite the light show in the lab, but all in all the store isn’t affected, so
it’s not a big deal. Just be more careful next time,” she says.
“Yes, ma’am. I will.”
“Good. Don’t look so nervous, Ryan. I know diagnostics are tedious, but you’ll
get used to it.”
Ryan’s gaze shifts to me for only a second, his lips twitching slightly, in what
could have been a grimace. “Yes, ma’am.”
The night manager leaves, and Ryan and I are alone in the room. He doesn’t come
back to my console. He returns to work without even a glance in my direction, even after
I force his machine to reboot to get a rise out of him. The rest of the night progresses
without incident, and as the morning shift approaches and he packs up to leave, for the
first time in a long while I feel something akin to frustration.
He never clarified his question.
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Chapter 4

Ryan
Time seems to stretch itself out as I wait for my shift to end, for the train to reach
my stop, for the walk to my dorm to finally end so I can collapse on the bed. My room is
a single, which is convenient considering the hours I keep. I don’t have to worry about
disturbing a roommate. The tradeoff is living in a dimly lit box, with only a tiny window
for ventilation—too high to look out of—and no furniture save for a desk and a bed. My
mother had likened it to an Old World prison cell when I first moved in, and it isn’t an
inaccurate description. But it’s a space entirely to myself, which isn’t something I’ve ever
had.
I should sleep—my body desperately wants to crash. But my brain is working too
fast for that. I had spoken with a Wired. A Wired. He had communicated in clear, fully
realized sentences and responded to me when prompted. The conversation keeps
replaying in my brain, word for word.
I turn towards my desk, where various projects are waiting for my attention. I
think better when my hands are in motion. Currently, my focus is on a prosthetic hand. I
have the general shape, but there are a number of circuits that need soldering to improve
tactile connection. It’s difficult work. The human hand has so many interworking bones
and nerve endings that makes functionality difficult to replicate. I enjoy a challenge, the
intricacy of small details, but tonight it doesn’t help ground me. The Wired’s brain scans
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keep flashing in my mind, readouts of pain mirrored in tiny twitches and the ghost of a
grimace.
The logical, scientist part of my mind is scrambling to explain it, and perhaps
there is an explanation, but I can’t grasp it. At least, not one that fits what I have been
told. The speech is easier to justify. Mankind has never mastered a true artificial
intelligence, but we have managed a close facsimile. Some machines can speak, answer
questions, even maintain a steady dialogue. With a Wired’s processing power and speed,
they can probably get even closer if the situation calls for it. But nothing I have been told
explains the pain. Regardless of sentience, the idea the Wired could suffer—is
suffering—is unconscionable. My parents raised me on the vow to do no harm. I still
believe that, even if I’ve chosen a different method from theirs. People in pain should be
helped. But the Wired wasn’t born, he was made in a lab and genetically enhanced to
serve the city and its people. Does that mean he isn’t a person, and the ethics don’t apply?
Can that line be drawn?
I hiss as my hand slips, the soldering gun slipping from my fingers. The laser
burns a line into my flesh before safety measures switches it off. No stranger to burns, I
pull out the first aid kit from under my desk. I regard the angry crescent burn as I apply a
nitro pack. The heat and pain feel steadying.
These are philosophical questions, the kind that have been asked long before the
Wired came to be. What makes a human? How does one measure a soul? Am I only
asking them because this Wired has a face? If he were an anonymous organism tucked
away in metal would I be so distracted?
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My personal console starts blinking, signaling an incoming message. I glance at
my Slate. My mother, not someone I want to deal with right now, but she isn’t going to
stop calling until I answer the comm. This is a ridiculous hour for her to be up and
calling. I think I got my sleeplessness from her.
I click an acceptance and my mother’s face is projected on my desk. She looks
wide awake. It’s a natural alertness—as if she just awoke from a nap—rather than
something artificially induced by caffeine. It seems like she and Dad are always on call,
so I can’t understand how she manages to maintain this demeanor. I wish she’d reveal her
secret.
“You picked up. What a surprise,” Mom says. She’s sitting back in her office
chair, posture perfect, white overcoat immaculate.
“Hi Mom. Where’s Dad?”
“Appendectomy. Should take him about seven minutes.” I wish she had waited
for Dad to get off before she called me. My mother and I share brown curls, a sandy
complexion, a belief in the scientific method, and not much else. Mom cares about her
patients, but she’s lacking in bedside manner in both her professional and personal life.
That’s Dad’s department. She delivers the facts, and he softens the blow. With just Mom,
there’s not much to fill up the dead air.
“So—” I say, unsure of how I’m finishing this sentence even as I start it. “—why
did you call?”
“I need a reason to call my son?” Mom asks.
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“You never do anything without reason,” I answer. I’m being petty right out of
the gate, but I’ve had a bad night and pettiness feels good. “Come on, we both know
that.”
She tenses in her chair but relents and leans back. “That’s fair. Your father wanted
me to remind you about family dinner tomorrow—or rather, this evening.”
My shoulders tense, mind racing as I mentally review the date, rewind my
memories back a few weeks when we made the plans. Fuck.
Mom smiles. “You forgot.” Her tone is more amused than upset.
I groan. “I’m sorry. I’ve been so busy—”
“Relax, Ryan. I get it. Even the most menial of jobs require an adjustment
period,” Mom says. I ignore the unsubtle jab at my career path. She’s just getting back at
me for questioning the phone call, and I can let a little needling go if she’s being mostly
civil, even halfway sympathetic.
“You forgot too?” I guess.
She smiles sheepishly, and we find comradery in shared self-deprecation. “If it
weren’t for your father, I wouldn’t remember to sleep or eat. You are still coming, aren’t
you?”
I slump in my chair.
“Ryan, posture,” my mother chides, and I slump a little further out of spite.
The idea of putting on halfway decent clothes and dragging myself outside seems
impossible. I only have energy to lay in bed and watch holo-vids, interspersed with
snacking and sleeping. “Well—”
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“Ryan.” The comradery shatters. Mom’s tone is tense, a low rumble hiding just
below the surface.
“I’m sorry, it’s just with the new job—”
“You’ve been busy, I know. We’ve all been busy. The fact remains we haven’t
seen or heard from you in six weeks. We’d like to know what’s going on with you. Maria
wants to see you as well. I’m surprised you two haven’t kept in touch.”
It’s not that Maria and I haven’t been in touch. We message daily, but I haven’t
seen her in a physical space in weeks. This wasn’t that uncommon, but the fact is I have
been avoiding her to some degree. She’d want to talk about work, and I don’t know what
to say. But maybe seeing her can be a good thing. I don’t know if I can keep bottling my
work issues up, especially considering this last night.
“I’ll be there,” I say.
“Good. Dinner’s at eighteen bells. I’ll tell your father to set a place for you.”
“Okay. I’ll see you then,” I say and terminate the communication.
Eighteen bells. Plenty of time to get some sleep, shower, maybe even work a little
more on the prosthetic hand. The dinner will be good, and a nice change from
convenience store nutria-packs. My only regret is that I don’t have time to do laundry,
nor do I have enough water tokens to justify doing a load. I find the least wrinkled shirt I
have and hope for the best.
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Chapter 5

Ryan
I leave at around seventeen bells. I realize as I step out that I haven’t been out of
the Business Sector in weeks. Outside of work, I’ve hardly strayed two blocks from my
apartment. The artificial sun is dimming, heading into power save mode, but the light still
feels blinding.
The forecast has predicted temperate weather, so I opt to bike rather than take the
train. I can see a few patches of sky through the yellow haze of sand. The Dome repels
the natural elements, providing protection from the frequent sandstorms battering our
borders, but it can do nothing about the dull landscape we’re surrounded with. My
grandmother used to claim she saw stars as a girl, but now they rarely pierce through the
smog.
My bicycle is an old model, inherited from my father who inherited it from my
grandma. Newer models are partially battery operated, storing up energy from kinetic
movement to help propel you forward. I’d thought about trying to convert this one,
though more to see if I could than an actual desire to alter the bike. I enjoy biking under
my own power. It’s a good way to work my muscles, especially since I spend so much
time sitting, and a lower tech bicycle is easier to maintain.
The Business Sector is by far the largest area of Harmony, and for the most part,
comfortably middle class. Any sort of commerce takes place here; shops, restaurants, and
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pop up markets. There is a hierarchy of course, the quality of your neighborhood and
apartment generally depending on what level you are at the company and how valuable
the service provided is—though there is some degree of wiggle room when it comes to
family accommodation. If you’re not in an employee dorm, many live in their company
provided storefronts. If you live away from work, you are either rich enough to be able to
commute comfortably—which is mostly Corporate members—or jobless.
To maintain order in our community, the idea is that everyone must contribute. A
citizen is defined by their employment, and you get out of the city what you put in. Solas
provides resources needed to live with tokens designated for food, clothing, water, even
entertainment, and in return they ask for labor. The more labor you perform and the more
valued your service, the more tokens received to use as you see fit. It seems like a fair
trade, at least on the surface. But it leaves no room for the sick, the disabled. People
unable to serve are doomed to life on the streets. My parents’ clinic exists for them.
Clark Medical is located at the edge of the Unemployment Sector, just before the
streets dip into slum territory. It’s set apart from other clinics, as most healthcare
institutions are grouped together in the Medical District, which is convenient for most
citizens but makes access difficult for those without transport tokens for the train. My
family went where they felt their work is most needed, and this clinic has been ours for
generations, acting as an accessible care option for people who need help to get back on
their feet. Solas provides some amount of support to keep the doors open, but according
to my mother, they don’t provide nearly enough.
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I keep my head down as I peddle through the streets, taking things slow as the
road becomes bumpier and less maintained. Violence and theft are rare. Tokens are
linked to your personal ID, which is genetically locked and difficult to hack, but it isn’t
unheard of. I make a wide arc around a homeless man setting up camp against a
lamppost. Asking for and giving handouts is strongly discouraged and many have little to
give, especially in this area. The city provides but doesn’t often leave room for extra.
The clinic comes into view, my childhood home. It’s a moderately sized, adobe
building—like most of the buildings in this area as the higher quality metal composites
are for richer businesses. Dad had set up a small, artificial garden in the front yard for
patients to enjoy and to cheer the practical simplicity of the front building. I think the
contrast simply makes the flowers look garish and cheap, but patients seem to enjoy
them, and it isn’t like anyone can afford real plants.
The lobby is decorated in calm, cool colors. Grey tile, long white tables with
Cortex access and paired blue couches for patients to wait. A mother sits in the corner,
trying desperately to comfort and change her crying toddler, who has soiled his shirt. A
teen sits huddled in a chair, and the awkward way he is sitting suggests a very personal
problem. Probably too much Crash. These kids never heed the side effects. I’m dismayed
to see the shadows of several patients in the quarantine section, tented off with opaque
disinfectant sheets. I heard there is a nasty case of whooping cough making the rounds,
and the amount of people sectioned off suggests it’s getting serious. Harmony hasn’t had
a major plague outbreak in years, but the closed nature of our environment means illness
is always an issue. I had been just a child when the District had an outbreak of Grey
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Fever, but I remember my parents working around the clock and the sight of patients
wasting away behind plastic tents.
I’m a few minutes late for dinner, but I have never known my parents to be on
time for anything. A quick glance past the registration console and down the hall shows
that several exam rooms have a light on, so they’re still working.
I consult the registration console, figuring I can check their progress to see how
far along the appointment is and my approximate wait time. My administrative passcode
still works, but before I can click on the appointment file, I see a familiar form heading
towards me out of the corner of my eye. I’m resigned to the confrontation and chit chat
with patient regulars, had halfway expected it when coming through the front door.
“Ryan, is that you? Haven’t see you around in forever! How you’ve been?” It’s
Carter Herrera. He’s been coming here since before I was born. He generally pays for his
medical care through handyman jobs, so he had been a regular fixture in the clinic
growing up. He’s a large man in his sixties. He towers over me in a mass of height and
bulging muscle formed after years of hard labor while working at an Agricultural
Warehouse. He reminds me of Lumberjack John, a character from an educational holosimulation that narrates Old World history.
“I’m good, Carter. What about you? How’s the arm?” I ask. After a heavy
machinery accident around ten years ago, he had lost his entire right arm from the
shoulder joint. I had gotten a lot of practical experience tinkering with his prosthetic.
Probably not the safest job to trust to a sixteen-year-old, but when you lack resources you
work with what you have.
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Carter’s eyes shift to the green-grey appendage—artificial skin is too costly to
synthesize—and hesitates.
“What’s wrong?” I ask. “Tell me.” I use the doctor’s tone I learned from my
father. Warm, concerned, but authoritative. Carter has a history of downplaying his
issues, so intent on not causing trouble for others.
“...well, since you asked, I’ve been having issues with the joint. It just hasn’t been
moving as smoothly for me lately. It sticks, you see?” He moves his arm experimentally.
He can get it to about a 45-degree angle before it sticks and begins to jerk. “It’s really
getting in the way when I have to do heavy lifting.”
“You shouldn’t be doing heavy lifting at all,” I remind him. “The casing is strong,
but the innerworkings are delicate. They can only handle so much strain.”
Carter shrugs. “What else can I do? That’s my job. If I don’t do it, someone else
will.”
I sigh. I don’t know how many times I’ve had this conversation with him, but I
can’t really fault him for not listening. Not working isn’t an option. “Fine, I’ll have a
look.”
“But aren’t you visiting your folks? I don’t want to make you work.”
“It’s fine,” I assure him. “Let’s go to the backroom.”
Carter’s smile is so wide is ruffles his bushy black beard. “Thanks, Doc. I
appreciate it.”
“I’m not a doctor,” I mutter as I lead him into my old work room. It used to be a
storage room and still houses some old machinery that has been there since I claimed the
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room at the age of ten. I took all my own tools, many of which I had customized myself,
with me when I moved out, so I stop by a maintenance hatch to grab a toolbox. For a
simple job, I can improvise, and I always carry my soldering gun with me, especially
when I go to the clinic. This isn’t the first time I’ve done an impromptu repair.
I unscrew a hatch on the forearm, just below the base of the elbow, flipping it
open to reveal the circuitry of the joint. The innards are a jungle of many-colored wires
and green circuit boards, a nervous system as intricate as flesh and bone. The problem is
immediately apparent. The primary wires are frayed, likely due to the amount of pressure
and overstretching of repetitive lifting. The loose connection is inhibiting the synthetic
nerves’ connection with the brain. Easy fix.
“You’re going to feel some numbness,” I tell Carter as I work to disconnect the
damaged wires. The idea behind the bio-prosthetics is to utilize the body’s nerves and the
brain’s natural psionic energy to create an appendage that feels and behaves like the
original. The technology has been around for almost forty years, but little improvement
has been made. The connections are fragile, and they frequently break down or lose
responsiveness. There’s still so much of the brain’s potential that bionics can draw on. I
hope to bring innovations to the process and create prosthetics that are smoother and ever
closer to flesh. I need Solas to do that. As rewarding as helping Carter is, I want to find
solutions, not just fix the same breaks over and over.
Still, there is something to be said for simple maintenance. I love the way a circuit
fits together, all tiny details that work together to fulfill a purpose. There’s a balance
there, a relaxing familiarity within the intricacy of the wires and the hiss of my soldering
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gun as it cuts through metal. There’s nothing like doing something and doing it well, and
Carter is always grateful for my efforts.
He grins, flexing his arm. “No one fixes it like you do, Doc. I’ve tried the
Warehouse technician, but it’s not the same. Can I pay you? I don’t have many tokens,
but—”
“I miss Shirley’s stew,” I say. “Don’t really have time for cooking these days.”
“Don’t tell me you’re living off supplement boxes?” Carter says.
I shrug sheepishly.
“Heavens help you if Shirley gets word of that. You need real food, Doc. Who
knows what they pack together in those bars? No way. We may not have much for fresh
ingredients, but Shirley can do amazing things in her synth-garden. What’s your address?
You’re getting a care package.”
“I won’t fight you on it,” I say. I fill out the information on his Slate, and satisfied
at a debt fulfilled, Carter goes on his way. Shirley is a sensible woman. She won’t give
more than her family can spare.
“Old habits die hard, huh?” a voice says from the door to Exam Room #2. I look
up to see Maria.
She came to the clinic when I was six and she was eight. Her mother, her only
known family, had come in with a lump in her breast. If she had come in a month earlier
maybe she could have been saved, but the woman had a daughter to support and couldn’t
spare the time when she could be working at the Textile Farm. Maria says that it was the
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overwork as much as the tumor that killed her. When Maria finally got her to the clinic,
her mother went into the operating room and never came out.
I still remember watching Maria wait, her face focused on a e-puzzle with a sort
of desperate concentration. I didn’t often see children here alone, so she stood out. I
asked if I could help her with her puzzle, and she scooted over to let me sit down.
“I don’t think my mom is coming out,” she said. It was the resignation in her
voice that surprised me.
“You don’t know that,” I said. I was young enough where death was a dim
concept, but I knew that the operating room sometimes made people disappear. “She’ll be
okay.”
“No,” Maria said. “I’ll have to figure out what I’m going to do now.”
That steely demeanor remained with her when my parents broke the news. She
didn’t cry, merely asked to stay. “I want to become a doctor. Make me your apprentice.”
My father’s heart was captured immediately, and my mother was impressed by
her resolve. Maria became a permanent fixture in the house, sleeping in the same room as
me, performing odd jobs for her “apprenticeship”, and forming a primary role in most of
my childhood memories.
She looks different now. No longer so grim faced and knobby kneed. She grew
into her long limbs. I haven’t seen her much since she started her official internship, but
the white medical uniform suits her. It’s incongruous with her multicolored braids and
multiple ear piercings, but that too suits her. She lives for contrast. As kids, we always
looked strange together, with my polo shirts and pants that always remained clean no
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matter what I was doing, and Maria piecing together her own clothing based on whatever
she could find in the combustible pile. She never wanted to take anything more from my
parents than what she couldn’t live without.
I stand up to give her a hug. “How have my parents been treating you?” I ask.
“Your mother’s a hardass, as always, but it’s your father that really sneaks up on
me. His ‘I am so disappointed in you face’ makes me want to take a walk in the desert.”
I wince, many times being the recipient of this face as a child. “My sympathies.”
“Nah, it’s fine. I’m learning a lot. What about you?” Maria lightly punches my
shoulder. “I’ve gotten nothing but one sentence texts from you for weeks.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I kinda let everything slide.”
“Ryan, I worry about you when you shut me out. You have a tendency towards
obsessive focus. Is something going on? Maybe with the new job?”
“...Where are my parents?”
Maria narrowed her eyes. “If you’re going to avoid my question, you could be a
little smoother about it.”
“It’s not that,” I assure her, but I remember grey eyes, the bold text of an
impossible message, and shiver. The movement is not lost on Maria, who tightens her
grip on my shoulder. “Okay, maybe it is, but I know that my parents will have questions
too, and I’d prefer to get this over with all at once.”
“They’re in Exam Room #4,” she says, leading me out the door.
“Every time I come here, they’re wrapping up work. Why do they even bother
setting up a meeting time?”
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“The Dome could be falling down, and your parents would still be working the
minute before the clinic was buried in sand,” Maria says. “C’mon, it’s why we love
them.”
I do love them for their kindness, their dedication, but as a child I had always felt
like I came second to patients. I never doubted my parents loved me, but every so often I
had tried to fake sick to get their attention. It never worked; they always saw through me.
Both of my parents are in the exam room, which surprises me until I notice that
the patient is a little girl. My mother is the stronger diagnostician of the two, but Dad is
far better with children. Currently, he’s telling the girl a funny story, judging by the way
she’s giggling, while Mom takes her temperature.
However, the parents are far more interesting. Their faces are obscured by heavy
desert cloaks, making gender and physical features impossible to determine. The girl’s
own cloak is draped over the chair, and the parents huddle close to her, as if afraid
someone is going to snatch her at any moment.
Their garb distinguishes them as part of the Displaced, the desert people who
choose to live outside the Dome. They rarely venture into Harmony, and mostly we
ignore each other. It isn’t clear why they choose to live apart from the rest of society.
Some claim the lifestyle is a religious requirement, others state technological
differences—believing that we have advanced too far, too fast, and have stagnated as a
result. There are even rumors that they’re terrorists looking to overthrow the corporate
government, but no proof has been found of this, and it’s hard to believe that an eclectic
group of wanderers could be capable of overthrowing anything.
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However, I had grown up seeing them every so often. I never interacted, always
being kept away, but they occasionally show up for medical treatment. Usually it’s
procedures such as vaccinations, advanced surgery, and other areas of medicine that they
don’t have the resources to cover.
They aren’t technically supposed to be within the city gates. Once you leave
Harmony, there’s no coming back, no taking advantage of resources if you’re not
contributing. It’s in our laws, but my parents would never turn someone away.
Upon seeing them, I habitually take a step back, for a moment a timid child told to
stay out of the way. I know better than to interrupt when they’re with patients, especially
Displaced patients. Maria has no such compunctions. She walks right in, puts a hand on
my father’s shoulder and whispers in his ear. He glances at me standing in the doorway,
smiles, and gives a little wave.
Thankfully, it appears like whatever is going on, they’re finishing up. The little
girl hops off the table, and Maria hands the parents a small bag, likely a prescription. The
parents are on their way, not paying me any mind as they pass me by.
Dad walks up and gives me a hug. “Ryan, it’s good to see you!”
I roll my eyes but return the hug. “It hasn’t been that long, Dad.”
“After seeing you every day for twenty-five years, six weeks feels that long. You
should call more.”
“I meant to. I just...didn’t think about it,” I say.
Dad snorts. “You sound like your mother.”
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I could say a lot of things. I could point out how easily Dad could have called me.
I could mention all the times they missed soccer games and science fairs, citing work
reasons. All the dinners that started late, including this one. But instead, I shut my mouth
and smile. This evening will likely end in a fight, but it doesn’t have to start as one.
Mom’s hug goes by much quicker and with little ceremony. The motions are
awkward between us, more an expectation than any real desire for physical contact. Mom
and I had a more intellectual connection, and while her level of distance is occasionally
frustrating, I appreciate the way she encourages my interests, if not my chosen
workplace. When I was younger, I used to draw her schematics of impossible inventions,
my Slate messy with fluorescent scribble. She would take these drawings and print them
out, using precious paper, and it always made me feel so important, so smart and talented.
There is one hanging in her office.
I’m led into the dining room. The table is set. We rarely have family dinners
together, even when I was living in the same house, so in the rare times our eating
schedules line up, Dad always makes it an occasion. The food even has recognizable
ingredients, synthetic chicken, bread and vegetables, rather than anonymous proteins and
vitamins.
Seats are taken, dishes are passed, we fall into the companionable noise of
clinking cutlery and chewing.
After a while, I ask Maria how work is going, and she regales us with the tale of a
wandering patient trying to escape synth-ale detox. Maria is always useful in filling in
silences. She and my dad have that in common. I think that’s part of the reason why we
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always got along as kids. She could fill the spaces I left silent. In many ways she was the
ideal child my parents never had, someone they could relate to and understand, able to
joke with my father and talk shop with my mother. Meanwhile, I was sitting in my
storage turned work room, taking apart one of the light fixtures for spare parts and talking
to no one.
But Maria can’t hold the conversation by herself, not forever. Inevitably, the
question gets asked, “How is work going, Ryan?”
It’s Dad who brings the subject up, and I hope that it’s meant innocently. Neither
he nor Mom had been thrilled when I moved out, but he at the very least was less vocal
about it. Even claimed to understand to some degree. I regard my pea-corn, shifting it
into various patterns. “It’s going fine.”
Mom stabs her chicken with more violence than strictly necessary. “Oh, it’s going
fine, is it?”
There’s a collective tension in the room as we wait for the storm to break.
“Sofia—”
“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be difficult. We’re having a nice dinner. Let’s leave it
at that,” Mom says.
And maybe we would have. Maybe the dinner could be salvaged, if not for her
next words. “It’s just I figured if you were going to leave this practice and the patients
you’ve known your whole life, it would be for more than just fine.”
“That’s not fair. Leaving wasn’t easy,” I say. “But I had to. Solas offers a lot more
resources in my field. I can do more with them.” The truth is, while I am interested in the

53
resources Solas offers, I never wanted to work with my parents. More than my issues
with Mom, I don’t fit here, and I’m finished with being the doctors’ son. I want
something that is just mine.
“And what is this work you just have to do? Taking the expired product to the
combustor? Oh wait, no, you’re at the technological side of things, aren’t you? Would
reconfiguring the lights be more accurate? Making sure the doors are opening and closing
properly?”
“You have no right to judge what I do!” I say. “My work is important.” It doesn’t
feel important. I can’t say that her accusations are entirely untrue, but I have to believe
that what I do matters, even in a small way. I can’t be wasting my time.
“Your work here was important! You could be saving lives! Instead you’re
regulating atmospheric controls and babysitting a battery!”
“He’s not a battery! He’s—” I’m not sure how to end this sentence. Would a
battery speak to me, look at me with that hint of curiosity? Would a battery ask me
questions.? Honestly, I don’t know what he is. But I’m not going to figure it out here.
I sigh and stand up from my chair. “Look, clearly dinner was a bad idea. It’s
getting late anyway. I should head out before it gets too dark.”
“I didn’t mean that you had to leave!” Mom says, lurching from my chair to
follow me to the coat closet. “I just—”
“I know what you meant,” I say. Coat found, I start heading out the back door.
“Hold up,” Maria says. “I’ll walk you out.”

54
I don’t answer her offer, but I slow my pace so that Maria can easily fall into step
behind me. The Dome has dimmed into power saving mode, giving the white adobe
houses a pale glow. I retrieve my bike from the bike stands by the garden and start
working at the combination lock.
“Well... that could have gone better,” Maria says.
I groan. My fingers can’t seem to get the combination right. The touchscreen is
old and overly sensitive. “We barely lasted two hours before Mom started firing shots at
me.”
“She means well,” Maria insists. “We all do.”
“She’s never liked the choices I’ve made.”
“It’s not your choices, it’s just... she doesn’t like Solas. Neither do I, honestly,”
Maria says. “Can you blame us?”
No, I can’t blame Maria or my mother for feeling the way they do. Harmony’s
closed environment and limited space requires a necessary, but on occasion brutal system
of survival of the fittest. Often, work breaks the body down, and Solas’ policies don’t
offer nearly enough resources for healthcare. Instead, with the threat of the desert and all
its dangers swallowing our community, infrastructure is viewed as a more important use
of resources. But the sacrifices take their toll. Too many people without access to
healthcare, injury and disease running rampant in the slums, and drug and alcohol abuse
going untreated. I’ve seen it all from a young age.
“It’s not that I don’t understand her point of view,” I say. I press the last number
in the lock with slightly more force than necessary, but it clicks, and I can free my bike
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from the stand. “It’s that she’s never tried to understand mine. I can make the system
work for us. If I can work my way up the ranks, I’ll be able to do the kind of work I want.
I could give amputees more mobility and freedom to work and contribute. They can get
the healthcare they need, maybe even get better work conditions. Everybody wins.”
“I get that,” Maria assures me. “Just a lot of people go into the inner-city, and
they never come back. Either they wash out, get too overworked for anything else, or
they move up and forget where they came from. You parents worry that they’re going to
lose you.”
“No one’s going to lose me,” I insist. “And I’m not going to forget where I came
from.”
“Really? Because I worry. You’re not talking to me, you froze up when Sofia
started asking you about your work, and it wasn’t because you were angry. I know what
that looks like on you. What’s going on?”
What’s going on is that I’m questioning everything I’ve ever thought to be true,
and all it took was a single evening to do it. My instinct says that there’s more to the
Wired than what my education taught me, but I don’t trust instinct. I trust objective facts.
But I don’t think I can be objective here. And when objectivity fails, then it’s time to get
a second opinion.
“I’d rather not talk about it here,” I say. “Do you want to go get some coffee?”
Maria raises an eyebrow. “Ryan, people don’t get coffee in the middle of the
night. They go for a drink. I know a good bar. You’ll like it. It’s friendly and quiet. A
good place to talk.”
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“No, on second thought quiet’s not what I need. I need somewhere crowded and
loud. I don’t want to be overheard.” Perhaps I’m being overly paranoid, but if my
suspicions about the Wired are irrational, I didn’t want to be overheard and jeopardize
my job. And if they aren’t... then that could be dangerous in itself. I’ve heard ugly stories
about the punishment for treason, such as being cast out to wander naked in the desert.
Maria grins, the kind of wide grin that splits her face and makes her forehead
crinkle. It puts me on guard. “Are you actually suggesting that we go clubbing?”
“What? No, I—”
“No, you’re not getting out of it now. Let’s go!” Maria grabs my arm and drags
me away so fast I nearly lose my grip on my bicycle and send it clattering into the
pavement. I remind myself that I asked for this as we walk out into the night. I sincerely
hope I don’t regret it.
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Chapter 6

Ryan
Studies have shown that the average worker requires the opportunity for rest and
entertainment for maximum productivity. Solas has taken this into account and included
an allotment of tokens to be used for leisure and a designated Pleasure Sector. Here is
where one finds the bars, theaters, various shops for frivolities, and the sanctioned sex
market.
Maria’s club of choice is called The Loop. It has the high ceilings and rough,
sandy architecture of a storage warehouse, which was likely its purpose in a past life.
Most of the space is taken up by the dance floor, which is already full of writhing,
drunken couples—surprising considering how early in the night it is. The overhead lights
have been covered with different filters, lighting different sections in a rainbow of colors.
There’s a stage against the back wall, opposite of the bar, and a small band whose talent
does not match the enthusiasm of its audience. The vocalist is doing her best, strong
voice bringing to life passable lyrics, but her guitarist is badly out of tune, and the
drummer looks confused that he’s here. The arts are a difficult field to get into. There’s
not much value given to professions with such intangible, subjective output, so musicians
and artists don’t receive much support. We make do with what little gets produced and
what we have from our ancestors.
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“Do you come here often,” I ask Maria. I don’t have the lungs for shouting, so I
must lean close to her to be heard.
“Only when I feel like blowing off some steam with a bunch of people I don’t
know,” Maria says. “There’s something comforting in anonymity.”
Despite claiming to not be a regular, Maria parts the crowd easily as she makes
her way to the bar. I bump shoulders with others as the ranks close behind her, and I miss
her hand on my arm to guide me.
Maria’s already chatting up the bartender by the time I get there, a curvaceous
woman with short, red-tipped hair—where did she find the dye. The bartender is smiling,
leaning forward with her hand lightly on top of Maria’s—who doesn’t seem to mind.
I sidle up next to Maria. “Having fun already?”
“I ordered us beers,” Maria says. “Ordering anything more complicated is at your
own risk.”
“I mix the drinks and can attest to that,” the bartender says. Her eyes shift
between Maria and me, assessing. I would tell her we’re just friends, but I’m not sure
how to communicate that subtly. We get our beers and manage to find a vacant table in a
blue lit section of the club, which is a light scheme a little easier on my eyes. The table
and chairs are sticky, and I don’t want to think about why.
“I think that bartender likes you,” I tell Maria.
Maria smiles, sipping her beer delicately. It doesn’t escape my notice that her
mug has about a third more liquid than mine, though tasting the roughly processed
alcohol, I’m not sure if that’s a blessing. “I don’t do bar hookups. I come here to dance,
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nothing else.” Her eyes stray back to the bartender. “Though if she asked for my Slate
handle, I wouldn’t say no. But we’re not here for me. What’s so important you wanted
security in noise and numbers before telling me?”
I take a gulp of my beer for strength and regret it. It’s like licking sewer water—
which for all I know is a main component. “What do you know of the Wired?”
Maria shrugs. “What we learned in History of Technology, same as you.”
“Humor me. Give me the facts.”
Maria’s eyes shift upwards as she searches her memory. “They came into service
about...fiftyish years ago? Or maybe seventy? I’m bad with dates. They’re a massproduced, cloned neural network that runs everything from the Information Cortex to
Grav-Rail and atmospheric regulation. Why are you asking me? Are you having trouble
with your new job?”
I lean forward. Maria follows suit, expression bemused at my illicit behavior.
“Maria, have you ever heard of a Wired capable of sentience?”
Maria’s eyes widen, her shoulders tensing as she draws back from me. “Of course
not! They’re not capable of higher function. Everyone knows that.”
“That’s what everyone says. But think about it. Is it possible for a neural network
to process so much information without higher brain function?” I ask.
“Old World computers were capable of it,” Maria says. “Though at a slower rate
and they were energy inefficient. Considering how advanced we are now, it’s not
impossible. Ryan, what are you getting at?”
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Another sip of beer. I feel lightheaded, and I’m not sure if it’s the alcohol or
getting these thoughts off my chest. “The Wired at the Market isn’t like any I’ve ever
heard of. It’s not just a neural unit. It’s a complete body.”
Maria seems at a loss for words. She makes an attempt at sentences twice before
finding something to say. “I-I didn’t know those still existed. Your bosses must be
cheap.”
“Will you be serious?” I ask.
“I’m sorry, I just don’t know what you want me to say.” Maria puts down her
glass. Her hands are shaking. “That shouldn’t change anything, should it? They’re not
born, they’re made. Genetically modified. Body or no, obviously sentient traits would be
bred out. Otherwise—” She doesn’t finish her sentence. The alternative is too horrible to
voice.
“He spoke, Maria. Asked me questions. Even seemed... annoyed at me. I keep
telling myself that it’s some kind of mimicry, or a series of subroutines that merely look
like sentience. Humans have been fooled by AI before, right? But I don’t know. It feels
like... more.”
Maria takes a breath. Talking in theory seems to have a calming effect on her.
“Well, there were ways to test for that, right? It’s not really my area of study, but there
were a lot of questions of Artificial Intelligence and sentience when it was first being
developed. You could look into that.”
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“You think I should Turing Test my Wired?” I ask. The notion on the surface
seems absurd. It will mean inviting more conversations, engaging the Wired on multiple
levels.
“It’s the only way to be sure,” Maria says. “And I think this is something where
you have to be sure. Because if what you’re saying is true... then that’s something the
world needs to know. One way or another.”
There’s a strange look in Maria’s eye, and after a moment I realize it’s the same
grim determination that I saw when she was eight years old. The familiarity sends a
shiver down my spine. “What are you saying?”
Maria shakes her head, and the look is gone. “I don’t know what I’m saying. Not
yet. Anyway, it’s not my job on the line here. The question is, how badly do you need to
know? Can you ignore your suspicions and keep doing your work as normal?”
Can I work knowing that those eyes are on me, watching everything I do and
wondering if he’s thinking about me? Can I knowingly put the Wired in pain every six
months when diagnostics come up?
“You’re right,” I say. “I need to be sure.”
“Of course, I’m right. Aren’t I always?” Maria stands up, spreading her arms out
in an exaggerated stretch. “Now, if you excuse me, I’m going to go dance. Care to join
me?”
I shake my head, holding my still half full mug of beer. “I’m good here. But I
think that pretty bartender just got off work.” I nod towards the bar, where she is indeed
hanging up her work apron. “You could see if she wants to dance.”
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“I shall,” Maria says, patting me affectionately on the shoulder before weaving
her way through the crowd.
I watch Maria dance for a while before the crowd closes her from view. Now that
the clandestine conversation is over, I’m beginning to feel uncomfortable. This really
isn’t my scene. Too much noise and too many people. I’m tempted to leave—my bike is
still chained up outside, nothing is keeping me here—but I see someone approach me out
of the corner of my eye. I tense—the last thing I’m looking for is a pickup—and turn to
face my visitor, only to see my ex-boyfriend standing before me.
“Ryan, I thought that was you. What on Earth dragged you here?” Evan asks. “No
wait, I think I know. Maria, right?”
I smile and shrug. “Guilty. She’s off dancing.”
“Mind if I keep you company then?” Evan asks.
“I’m not sure if that’s a good idea,” I tell him. We didn’t split on terrible terms,
but I haven’t talked to him in almost a year, and despite Evan’s attempt to keep his tone
and manner light and easy, the awkwardness is palpable.
“I don’t want to rehash old wounds, I promise,” Evan says. “I just thought as long
as we’re both here we could talk. As a friend, I miss you. That’s all.”
It’s not fair that Evan’s wounded puppy look still has power over me. He’s as
handsome as I remember him—hair a little longer, but it suits him—and every bit as
charming. There’s residual attraction, a sort of body memory, that makes me nod towards
the empty chair. “All right, have a seat.”
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The conversation is light and mostly superficial. The weather, dust levels. Evan
makes a remark about the band, comparing them to some old punk group I’ve never
heard of. I forgot how easy he is to talk to. Evan was one of my lab partners back in
university. We had been in completely different tracks, his interest being atmospheric
science, but we hit it off anyway. We hadn’t been a very exciting couple, but we were
stable for three comfortable years.
“How’s your work going?” I ask. “I’ve heard that your sector is coming up with a
new water filtration method. Is that true?”
“Yeah, we’re trying to advance atmospheric controls. The hope is that we can
emulate the natural filtration process. We could have actual rainstorms in the Dome,
wouldn’t that be incredible?” Evan is practically bouncing in his seat, and I can’t help but
smile at the enthusiasm. “But it’s difficult to get upper level approval. The higher ups
don’t see the possible applications. The current filtration system is tightly regulated to
provide allotted rations. To allow something as precious as water to simply rain down on
the people for no other reason than aesthetic would be criminally wasteful.”
“I don’t know about that,” I say. “If what you say is true, it would mean more
water for everyone, and if we had weather on a larger scale, we could expand the farming
warehouses. It could do a lot of good.”
“That’s what I think!” Evan says, smacking his hand on the table, and I suspect
that I hit a sore subject. “But Corporate can’t see the big picture.” He shakes his head.
“But we’ve only talked about me. What about you? You’re out of your parents’ place,
right? How’s that been?”
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“It’s been great. I’ve gotten so much more done now that I have a space of my
own. Remember that prosthetic hand I was working on? I’ve been having so much
trouble with the range of sensation, and it hit me! If I investigate synthesizing a type of
skin coating, the machinery and the coating could work in conjunction to provide a
deeper sensitivity. I just have to start experimenting with polymers and—why are you
looking at me like that?”
Evan is gazing at me with his hand on his palm, eyes warm and fond. “It’s
nothing. I just like to see you talk about your work. You’re so passionate. It’s cute.”
I blush. “You’re one to talk. You used to spend hours talking about cloud
formations.”
“I’m not saying I’m different. We both love our work,” Evan says. His expression
gets pensive. “In fact, we loved work more than we loved each other. You realized that,
didn’t you. A lot quicker than I did.”
I don’t know what to say. I can’t tell him he’s wrong. “It’s not that I didn’t care
about you.”
“But we didn’t care about each other enough. Maybe we did once, I honestly
don’t know, but I think we stayed together because it was easy. Because we didn’t ask
too much of each other. When I asked you to marry me, I don’t think I did it because I
wanted to. I did it because it was the next logical step.” Evan laughs, and the sound is
bitter. “It never would have lasted. You knew that. That’s why you said no.”
I said no because I realized that I was with Evan to check that part of my life off a
to do list. Because if I had the romance aspect taken care of—which I did want, I just
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didn’t want to put effort into it—then I could focus on other things. I loved him, or at
least I thought I did. He was smart, funny, and I really thought he understood me. But
when I thought of marriage, of settling down, changing my registration to spouse, I
couldn’t see the idea of sharing my space with someone else. Evan wanted children, he
never made a secret about this, and I had no idea what I wanted. I had always had a
career path in mind, but I had never factored other people into it. Not a husband, not a
child. I wasn’t a person who could share his life with another—maybe I never will be.
I don’t tell him all this. Instead I only say, “I’m sorry.”
“You don’t need to apologize. You were right all along. It took me some distance
to realize that. I just wanted to talk to you, get some closure, and let you know there’s no
hard feelings,” Evan says. “I hope you can find someone who is worth more to you one
day.”
I smile and take his hand. We hug, friendly but impersonal. “You too. You
deserve that.”
“Is everything okay over here?”
It’s Maria. She’s returned, looking flushed and sweaty. Her eyes are narrow, arms
crossed—a defensive stance, ready to pounce at a moment’s provocation. I never told her
what happened between Evan and I, not the details, anyway. I just said the split was
mutual. She never liked him to begin with—she claimed he was boring—so it doesn’t
surprise me that she assumes the worst.
“It’s fine,” I assure her.
“I was just leaving,” Evan adds. “Goodbye, Ryan.”
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I wave and watch him walk away. He fades into the crowd.
“What was that all about?” Maria asks.
“Nothing, just getting a little closure. You all danced out?”
“Yeah. I’m on call tomorrow morning, so I should get to bed.”
“Alone?” I tease. “What happened to your bartender?”
“Also going to bed alone,” Maria says. “It’ll take a few more dances before that
changes. Come on. I’ll walk you back to your bike.”
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Chapter 7

Wired
I’m not technically supposed to have access to the security cameras outside of
Solas but having everything on an integrated system makes it a lot easier to hack into,
given time and inclination, both of which I have in spades. The important things, security
protocols, train controls and the like, are under higher security, but Solas is not concerned
about surveillance. There is little I can do with the information.
I people watch on a regular basis. The Cortex provides an enormous database of
information within my reach, but when you browse the system constantly, sometimes it’s
nice to have a change in proverbial scenery. Communicating with the other Wired is
impossible beyond system checks and syncing data. I’m not sure if this is an issue with
hardware, whether my mind is incompatible with newer models—perhaps stuck on a
different channel—or if this is a protocol built into the system to keep us from
collaborating with each other. Whatever the reason, there’s not much diversion to be had
there. The bulk of my social experience comes from examining the lives of strangers. I
watch and tell myself stories about their lives, try to guess where they’re going and what
they’re feeling. But lately I have been following Ryan.
There isn’t a lot do see. He hasn’t gone out much in the month he’s started
working here, so when he pings on my cameras he’s usually heading to or from work,
buying groceries, or shopping for machine parts from scrap dealers. Usually, I check in
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on him periodically before I move on to someone else. It’s something I do with all my
technicians, especially when they first start. I like knowing when they’re coming in late,
when they’re tired or sick or hungover. There are practical reasons for this, knowing their
lives tells me how they will perform at work—it’s useful to know what to expect—but I
can’t deny a certain voyeuristic thrill in surveillance, especially when I see aspects that I
can exploit in my own, small ways.
When my facial recognition catches Ryan at a club, I zoom in with interest.
Finally, a break in his routine, but to what end. There is a woman with him, pretty,
around his age, with a complexion a few shades darker than Ryan’s and colorful
dreadlocks. At first, I wonder if they are lovers from the casual way they touch and lean
into each other, especially when they find a table and huddle close. I wish I was able to
zoom in close enough to read lips.
But despite the intimacy of the scene, the woman eventually abandons Ryan for
the dancefloor, quickly finding her own partner. A friend then. There aren’t enough facial
similarities to suggest familial relation.
It’s interesting to view Ryan in this new setting. He seems to shrink when the
woman leaves, body tense and closed off to make himself smaller and less noticeable in
the bright lights and writhing bodies. I don’t understand what’s keeping him there. He has
functioning legs and transport home is easy to find. What reason does he have to look so
trapped?
I’m told it’s an honor to be chosen. Not everyone is qualified for the operation.
But Grandpa picked me, and I’m strong. I’ll make him proud.
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I’m surprised that the wires don’t hurt. It seems like they should, with the way
they’re embedded in my skin, but instead I feel numb and disconnected from my body.
They told me what was going to happen before I was Wired, assured me that it
was all safe, but as the pod fills with liquid I start to panic. I thrash weakly, but I can’t
move much. They sedated me beforehand. The fluid fills my mouth. It’s warm and tastes
metallic, and if I relax my respiratory system will adjust, but I can’t. I can’t breathe, I’m
drowning—
I feel a jolt down my spine. The pain scatters my thoughts, numbs me. I had been
subconsciously making the lights flicker, and the current technician had delivered a
punishing jolt to correct it. For once, I’m grateful for the shock. I don’t want to think
about my first submersion.
I refocus on Ryan. Since my distraction, another man has joined his table—
handsome, with sandy brown hair and a mass of freckles. They seem to be deep in
conversation that suggests they are more than casual acquaintances. At first, Ryan’s smile
is tight, and he laughs at certain, almost predetermined moments, but gradually the
conversation opens up. Ryan seems to relax, tension draining from his shoulder and his
fingers loosening from their deadlock on his drink glass. He has long since drained his
drink, and the alcohol has flushed Ryan’s cheeks, his hands gesturing rapidly as he
speaks. Ryan’s companion looks enchanted to watch Ryan talk, and I can’t help but be in
awe as well. I’ve never seen him so natural and relaxed, with his lips curved in a small,
shy smile. I wish I had audio, so I could catch the subtle tones in his inflection.
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Ryan pauses for breath, perhaps realizing he’s taken up most of the conversation.
There’s fidgeting and nervous laughter. The man says something, and the atmosphere
seems to shift. Gone is the familiarity, the easy posture. They’ve leaned away from each
other, allowing space, but it doesn’t seem uncomfortable. Ryan’s brows are furrowed, his
eyes crinkling, and it takes me a moment to place a name to the emotion. Sad, he looks
sad. Wistful.
There’s a deep complexity in this interaction that I don’t understand. It intrigues
me, but also makes something tighten within me. It’s unreasonable to attach myself to
Ryan. There’s nothing special about him—he’s just another technician in a long line. But
he spoke to me, even if only briefly. I know there’s no point in dwelling on these things
that I cannot have, but it’s difficult to be reminded, and that’s what Ryan has done.
I can’t decide if I appreciate or hate him for this, and the uncertainty is the worst
part of all.
Ryan
My regular work hours have given me a nocturnal sleep schedule, so I’m not
remotely tired when I get home. I feel better about work now that I have a plan of action.
Or at least the beginning of a plan. I’m not sure how to go about my Turing test. I should
have more than a series of questions and answers. That’s too simplistic, suggesting
knowledge not sentience. I need a more organic format. A conversation, not an
interrogation. And I need the Wired to participate in the proceedings, and I’m not sure he
will. There isn’t an official rule that says I can’t engage the Wired in conversation, but it
is unusual behavior that could raise suspicion and hurt my chances for promotion. I will
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need to cover my tracks and make sure management doesn’t see what I’m doing. I am
reasonably confident I can alter the security footage to avoid undue questions, but I can
be exposed in a second if the Wired decides to give me away.
I don’t think he would do such a thing. He warned me that Wendy was coming to
check on me the night before and allowed me time to compose myself, so it doesn’t seem
like his programming—is it programming?—is strict on protocol. But I also won’t be
able to learn anything if he doesn’t choose to participate, and ideally the subject shouldn’t
know he’s being tested.
I research the structure of various sentience tests, read psychology papers, and
take notes. This isn’t my area of expertise, so I want to go in with as much information as
possible. I have several ideas for how to proceed—conversation starters and various
games we can play. I will have to test the waters first, engage the Wired on a preliminary
level before I can really determine how to proceed. I at least have a biological advantage.
As the Wired’s technician, I have access to his personal data—heart and respiratory rate,
as well as brain scans. If he experiences a spike in emotion, I’ll know. Connecting
biology with psychology will be my most important indicator.
I pull up Solas’ interface, clicking into the Wired’s daily logs. I want to
familiarize myself with his base level vitals to have a control element for comparison
before I attempt any tests. The familiar blips and data are strangely comforting as my
eyes scan the charts. It looks like tonight has been quiet, nothing of note. But then I spot a
brief spike, an irregularity that occurred less than two hours ago. A small elevation of
heart and respiratory, the stress response in the brain lighting up briefly. The tech on duty

72
noted a problem with the light system that matched the Wired’s vitals spike. She had
administered a diagnostic jolt that had returned the readings to a steady state, but other
than that, nothing is noted about the shift.
I don’t know what could have triggered such a reaction. Most malfunctions don’t
correlate with vital scans, save for the pain response messing with the system during
diagnostics. But the area of the brain that lit up is associated with memory, not immediate
pain, at least not until he got a correcting shock. Was he remembering something that
provoked an emotional response? The idea doesn’t match with the Wired that I’m
familiar with, with his stilted speech patterns and distant expression. I could attribute it to
a random glitch, the kind that occurred with any machine, but too many strange glitches
and coincidences are piling up. The more I learn, the more I feel like I have been
deceived somehow. The Wired are bodies. Most aren’t even that. They aren’t supposed to
talk, ask questions, feel pain. This isn’t what I signed up for.
I pull up the Wired’s vitals once again. It’s a simple matter to erase all data of the
spike, covering my traces to be undetected. Compared to hacking a nerve ending to
connect to a circuit, altering data is easy. It may be unnecessary caution. I don’t know if
anyone even bothers to read these logs, but something tells me that if people start making
the same connections I am, the result could be disastrous. All it takes is a few strokes to
change the data, the smallest of actions to commit corporate espionage. It shouldn’t be
this easy. My heart should be pounding, my hands shaking. But I feel calm, steady.
Confident in a decision made. I will get answers, one way or another.
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Chapter 8

Wired
I notice the second he tampers with the logs. I feel it, a pull of my personal data,
the swift, precise changes. It’s a simple, elegant code I’m incapable of inputting. Oddly,
it’s areas most personal to me that are the hardest to change. I suppose little importance is
attached to what I do as long as I can be monitored at all times, my emotions on display
in numbers and colored charts. For all my control, I’m powerless in the ways it truly
matters.
Ryan doesn’t look at me when he comes in. He’s all business, and I want to ask
him why. Why does he continue going above and beyond his job description? There’s no
need for him to check in on me. Why tamper with my logs? I want to ask, but I don’t trust
him with my curiosity.
He’s nervous, his gaze darting to the door every so often, as if he expects security
to barge in and drag him away. They won’t, not for such a small data alteration. Even if
someone noticed, he would get at worst a slap on the wrist. And anyway, when security
mobilizes, I know about it. I know what to look for in the transfer of data. If the worst
should ever occur—if I end up decommissioned and disposed of—I will be warned far
ahead of time, even if there is nothing I can do about it. It isn’t much of a comfort, but
most don’t have forewarning right before their demise.
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Ryan does relax gradually as the hours go by. He’s usually a little on edge when I
look at him, but today he seems too exhausted to care much about my scrutiny. Perhaps
the previous night life is catching up to him. He tries to focus on his reports, but his mind
seems distant, and I watch as his shoulders sag, eyes drooping.
It’s the first time I’ve seen Ryan start dozing off at work, and I’m not about to
waste this chance. I pull up sound files. I have a favorite in mind.
Over the years, I have dug deep into the Cortex archives. There is a vast amount
of Old World files. Solas re-releases these files at a controlled rate to provide
entertainment for the people. It’s easier to reuse than waste manpower to create
something new. I’ve been looking through it for years, even saving favorite files for later
viewing if I find something I particularly like. It’s gotten me through many long days.
Much of the cultural context has been lost to time, but I like that these ghosts of the old
still remain.
The old sound system screeches with effort as a bagpipe rendition of “Scotland
the Brave” is pushed through the speakers. Ryan’s drooping head shoots up so fast his
neck snaps back.
He lets out a series of curses—I've never heard him curse before, but I’m always
happy to add to my personal vocabulary—and rubs his sore neck. He checks the system,
first verifying the lab is the only area being affected—soundproof walls are so useful—
then implementing codes to try to make the sound stop. But I’ve long figured how to
override the simpler protocols. I expect a warning shock for my efforts, but I’m used to
the pain. It won’t deter me unless he starts reaching for more drastic measures.

75
But Ryan never seems to behave in ways that I expect. He doesn’t shock me, or
even keep trying codes in a vain effort to find something that works. Instead, he stands up
and approaches my pod.
“Please stop,” he says.
It’s the shock of being directly addressed—again—more than the actual request
that makes the music fade. My concentration breaks, and I can’t hold on to the file.
“Thank you,” Ryan says. But even with his objective obtained, he doesn’t sit back
down. “Was that on purpose? You saw me dozing and decided to give me a wakeup
call?”
I weigh my options. I’m tempted to ignore him, play emotionless and dumb, but I
suspect it’s too late for that ruse. I’ve given myself away, and now I require damage
control. There will be ways to get rid of him in the future—I can mishandle files or
compile a virus that will make him look careless and incompetent—but that won’t help
now if he decides to report me.
I ping his tablet. A malfunction.
Ryan rolls his eyes. “There seems to be a lot of malfunctions when you’re
involved. I’m seeing a long history of it, no common factors except for you.”
Silence. I don’t know what his goal is. He couldn’t have planned to doze off at
work, but there’s a method to this interrogation. He set the camera logs to loop so we
won’t be observed, and this question is deliberate. Prepared, but not delivered with
confidence. Ryan’s gaze is too intent, as if he’s afraid to look away from me, and his
posture is stiff. He’s nervous, but still trying to show a confident front
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“I see you watching me every day. Why is that? What are you looking for?” Ryan
asks.
Shouldn’t I be looking at you? You’re my technician.
“That’s true, but all the same, I can’t be that interesting.
He’s wrong. I had believed I understood Ryan the moment he walked into my
basement. Ambitious, eager, easily manipulated by authority when it mattered. The type
of by-the-books corporate idealist Solas likes. I didn’t expect him to last. But I also didn’t
expect him to walk up to my pod and put his hand on the glass. To speak with me, ask me
questions with an agenda that I don’t yet understand. Ryan is an enigma to me, and I’m
not used to my first judgement being wrong.
I don’t know how to express this, and I don’t think I want to. It feels personal.
Personal suggesting personhood. Nothing about me should be personal.
You’re different, I say instead. No details. Keep it distant. It’s how I've survived.
But I want to figure Ryan out—to determine if he’s a threat—and to do that I require
more data. You talk to me.
“Has no one ever talked to you before?”
Not in a way that expects an answer.
“I see,” Ryan says, but I doubt this is true. He can’t possibly comprehend being
spoken to as an object, to be assigned personification, thoughts and feelings, not your
own. To be ridiculed and infantilized, spoken to as if you're not there. Some techs are
more engaged than others. Most view me as glorified office furniture. I've watched
couples have sex right in front of my eyes, never even considering me as an audience.
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I’ve had techs construct combative relationships with me, others have viewed me as a
sympathetic ear. One employee said I was the only one who truly understood her. But
none of them expected or wanted my input. I’m merely an empty husk with a human
face, something to project on. I can be whatever they want me to be.
“Do you ever get lonely?” Ryan says.
I sense a trap. He’s searching for an admission of emotion. What will he do with
the information if I answer? Will it make a difference?
I play it safe, retreating into the machine. What use is there in loneliness?
“You didn’t answer my question,” Ryan answers.
He’s sharp. Lying is difficult when someone has direct access to your respiratory
rate and pulse. Not impossible, but something to be avoided. At least it’s a two-way
street, the nuances of Ryan’s speech easy to detect with my technologically augmented
senses.
I have no reason to answer. You are going outside your parameters.
“And is that what you do? Stay within task parameters, all day, every day? You
never do any browsing? Or maybe the camera wanders off, you see what you shouldn’t?”
I remain quiet. There are no correct answers for this line of questioning.
Ryan sighs. He seems deflate a little before my eyes, letting go of the facsimile of
confidence. “Look, I get that you don’t like me. I’m not wildly fond of you either. But we
have a job to do here, and this friction between us is getting in the way.”
I have no feelings towards you.
Ryan snorts. “The bagpipes suggest otherwise.”
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A malfunction, I say again.
“Right. Well, if you could keep the... malfunctions to a minimum, I would
appreciate it,” Ryan says.
Why should I?
“It’s your job, for one,” Ryan points out.
It’s my purpose, what I was created for. A job implies a choice I never had.
This makes Ryan go silent, a thoughtful kind of silence. “It has to get boring
being stuck here all day.”
I’ve known little else.
“But that's why you mess with me, isn’t it? Everything else is at the other end of a
camera. That has to get old.”
He has the shape of the matter, but not the heart. I’m a watcher and a listener, but
everything outside is out of reach, so separate from me it might as well be another world.
This lab is the only thing that feels real. Ryan is the only thing that feels real, and I like
being able to watch my decisions in action.
“What do you want?” Ryan asks. “If I can, I’ll give it to you.”
What I want? No one has ever asked me this before. They look at my charts and
give me what they assume I need, never what I want.
I don’t know, I say, and the answer is far more honest than I like.
“Well, then I guess the first step is figuring that out. Would you like me to bring
you things? Outside things? I can’t give you anything to keep, but if you can’t go outside
I can try bringing the outside to you,” Ryan suggests.

79
I’m overwhelmed. I don’t know, I say again. I’m suspicious, certain he has an
agenda, but I don’t think I care. My eyes have seen nothing beyond my pod in so long.
I’ve never even been outside. I went from the Processing Center to the pod without ever
feeling open air. I’ve never allowed myself to hope for anything more, but now that it’s
being dangled in front of me I can’t refuse. I might like that.
Ryan nods. He seems pleased with this outcome—I will have to examine why
later. “All right. We can start from there.”
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Chapter 9

Ryan
The conversation went better than I thought it would. The Wired seems open to
interacting with me, though whether that’s due to curiosity or a subconscious protocol
that requires he cooperate is still up for question. I also saw a degree of uncertainty when
I mentioned the outside to him. Disrupting his routine, catching him off guard and seeing
how he reacts will be the true test of sentience.
However, even though I’ve set my parameters—to gauge the Wired’s reactions
with outside stimuli—I'm not sure how to proceed from there. I don’t know what might
interest him, and the Wired doesn’t know either. For several days I try a variety of
objects, such as stones I find, cutlery, little screws from my worktable. I’ll hold these
odds and ends up for the Wired’s inspection, turn it so he can see from all angles. He
watches, but I can never tell if he’s truly pleased with what I give him. His expression
doesn’t change. Nevertheless, he fulfills his side of the deal. The work does get easier.
Less computer crashes, less unexpected lock outs. Things aren’t perfect by any means.
The system is still ancient, not all the issues stem from the software, but my work
improves.
The newfound quiet is nice. It allows me time to work, even to bring small
projects to work on in my spare moments, but my objective won’t advance this way. I
can’t provoke a reaction the way I did when I first proposed the idea. Another variable
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needs to be introduced. Conversation would be ideal, but I can’t seem to draw him out.
He responds to my promptings with one-word answers or not at all. I can’t help but
speculate that he doesn’t trust me.
But he wouldn’t be behaving so well if he isn’t open to what I’m doing. I just
need to find the right item to intrigue him and take things a step further.
I try my luck at the convenience store across from my dorm. This last week all
I’ve shown him is items I’ve found around my room or on the street, but perhaps giving
myself more variety to work with will yield more positive results. The little shop isn’t
that much of a step up, offering only small necessities for people who have no time to
head to a designated sub-sector to find what they need, but I don’t want to get too
ambitious this early into a side project.
I stock up on my typical necessities while I’m there—protein packs for lunch, a
tube of glue, a pack of dental pills. I linger over the dehydrated food packs. Maybe the
Wired will be interested in watching simple food preparation? I can make soup in the lab
easily enough.
I take my purchases up to the register. The owner—Mercedes—rings me up.
“Looks like a little more than usual, Ryan. Finally putting some meat on your bones, are
we?”
Since I moved in about six weeks ago, I’ve been a regular customer here. I’ve
gotten to know Mercedes and her wife Bianca well. The pre-purchase banter is a wellestablished routine at this point. “You sound like my grandma,” I tell her.
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“Oh, hush. I’m not that old. Since you’re here, do you mind dropping in on
Susie? She’s been asking about you,” Mercedes says. “I think she has a little crush.”
“She’s six,” I tell her.
“Don’t underestimate a six year old’s ability to bond. You should babysit
sometime. I’m sure she’d be over the moon.”
“I can barely take care of myself,” I say. “Don’t trust me with your kid.” But I
follow Mercedes upstairs. Susie is a sweet kid, if a bit hyperactive. I don’t want to
disappoint her.
The upstairs apartment is a single room. It looks very much like my dorm, and I
wonder how a family of three manages. But it’s cozy in its own way, with yellow curtains
on the windows, a couch with many brightly colored patches, and lots of art on the walls.
Susie is on the floor, scribbling intently on her Slate, but she hops up and gives
me a hug the moment she sees me. “Ryan! I didn’t know you were coming!”
“I came to see you,” I say, patting her frizzy brown hair—do children like that?
Susie doesn’t seem to mind.
“I drew a picture! Come see!” Susie says. She pulls me to the floor. I wince
slightly as I’m forced to crouch to see Susie’s Slate. She swipes through her drawings. I
see scribbled renditions of various cartoon characters, lots of flowers, smiling clouds and
stars. These last two surprise me.
“Where have you seen stars?” I ask her.
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“Mama told me about them,” Susie says. Mama is Bianca. Mercedes is mommy. I
shouldn’t be surprised. Bianca is a primary school teacher. She would share information
with her daughter.
“They’re very pretty,” I say.
Susie beams. “You can have them!”
I hold up my hands and shake my head. “Oh, I couldn’t take these from you.”
“I have copies,” Susie assures me. She makes me take out my Slate so that she
can send me the files. “You should keep them. I’m going to be a famous artist! One day
they’ll be worth lots!”
Mercedes laughs, running her hand through Susie’s hair. “Art isn’t worth much
these days, sweetie. You’d be better off focusing on something more helpful to others.”
Susie pouts. “Art does help others! Mama said so. She says I can be whatever I
want.”
Mercedes sighs. “She’s been on this art kick lately. I say better to nip it in the bud
now before she ends up disappointed, but Bianca keeps encouraging her.”
“Don’t talk like I’m not here, Mommy! I like to draw. Ryan says my drawings are
pretty!”
I shift my stance from one foot to the other. I really want to leave. None of this is
my business. “There’s nothing wrong with trying lots of things, Susie. You might find
something you like even better.”
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“No! I want to do this! I don’t like anything else,” Susie says. It looks like she’s
gearing up for a tantrum, so I take my exit with all the subtlety of a lead balloon. I doubt
that Mercedes is about to offer more invitations to babysit any time soon.
I don’t blame Mercedes for worrying. Art is a nearly impossible field to get into,
but it’s not easy telling a little girl that she can’t do something. And she’s honestly not
bad for her age. The color combinations are nice, and the pictures are very warm and
cheerful. Art does have the power to influence people. There have been enough studies
done to prove that. It elicits emotion. Perhaps that’s what I need with the Wired. Susie
might have given me the breakthrough I need.
On firstday—the start of my work week, I show him Susie’s drawings. “What do
you think?” I ask him, pausing the image on Susie’s picture of a flower field under a sky
full of stars.
He regards the image for a long minute, head tilted—a gesture I have come to
associate with him thinking. He seems confused, but I may be projecting. The images are
inaccurate. The flowers don’t appear to be of any species known to nature. The stars also
don’t correlate with any astronomical data. The placement is too erratic to suggest any
designated astral bodies. Also, neither flora nor stars have facial expressions.
“Accuracy isn’t the point of art,” I tell him. “It’s about how it makes you feel. My
neighbor Susie drew this. I guess she thought stars should be happy, so they’re smiling.”
And that makes people... happy?
“It makes me happy. I think it’s a cute picture, and she made it for me. What
about you? How does it make you feel?”
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I don’t understand the question. What does happy feel like? I don’t have a proper
frame of reference.
This is not how I expected this conversation to go. How do I explain this? “Well...
you feel happy when you do something you enjoy. Like, for example, when you’re
crashing my files. If watching me get frustrated didn’t make you happy, there would be
no reason to do it.”
Malfunctions.
“Whatever you say. I don’t think I’m explaining this well. I’m not the best
candidate for this kind of thing.” I’m hardly a psychologist. I don’t know how to explain
the nuances of emotion, am not the one to teach the Wired how that fits together. Is my
curiosity enough reason to take this project on?
What makes you happy?
I’m surprised that he’s offering a follow up question. Usually, the Wired lets the
conversation dry up, so maybe I’ve drawn his interest. “My prosthetics, mostly. You’ve
seen them, correct? I’ve brought a few projects in to work on. It’s intricate work, lots of
small, movable parts, but I like puzzles. There’s nothing like seeing something fit
together.”
Are you trying to see how I fit together? the Wired asks.
The question is pointed, too close to the truth and we both know it. I try to
backpeddle. If he gets too suspicious, it could be the end of these talks, and I haven’t
gotten my answers yet.
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“I didn’t mean—I like the work because it helps people. Or at least it will. I hope
it will. There’s only so much I can do at this point without actual subjects to test my
prosthetics on. Computer simulations only go so far.”
Would you start with animals? Rats? Or maybe chimps with their similarities to
humans. You’d have to remove the extraneous limbs first though.
“Of course not! That would be cruel,” I say. And very difficult. I wouldn’t even
know how to go about replicating the tiny muscles in mice.
No crueler than the typical trial and error. That’s just the scientific process, isn’t
it?
Yes, and the scientific method can be cruel. There are risks with any new
technology. Connecting the nerves to a prosthetic is an exacting, painful process. There’s
also the chance of rejection, or heavy metal poisoning if one isn’t careful. It isn’t easy to
get man and machine to work together.
“The end result will be worth it,” I say.
I doubt that makes a difference to the chimpanzees. But you didn’t answer my
previous question, not really. What about me? Am I your science experiment?
“No! I’m just trying to make conversation, and you’re not making it easy,” I tell
him. I’m frustrated, unable to move forward, and I don’t think this arrangement is going
to work. Why did I ever think I could be a social researcher?
His eyelashes flutter, eyes widening a fraction. You have conversations with
people. Do you think of me as people?
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“I...” The more I speak with him, the more I question. There’s more to him than
what I learned about in school, that’s for sure. A subtle humor around the edges. Hints of
emotions in the flare of his nostrils and the furrowing of his eyebrows. Something that
goes deeper than ingrained behavior. I may be overthinking things. He could be nothing
more than an advanced parakeet, but what would be the point of creating a mimic? The
implications are terrifying, but also addicting. I have to know more, have to be sure.
I don’t have anything to talk about, the Wired says. My existence is here. The
information I take in is proprietary. I can’t reveal details, no matter how mundane. I have
nothing to share.
“Yet you have no trouble telling me what you think. Start with that. Ask me
questions if you want. Do you have thoughts, opinions? You’re not a robot.” At least, he
isn’t by definition. Emotionally, I’m still uncertain.
No, I’m a genetically modified bio-psionic engine, acting as a battery and
operating system. You want to know my thoughts? No one has ever asked this of me. I
don’t know how to express this.
There it is again. That uncertainty. Almost a shyness. I feel inexplicably guilty for
taking him out of his comfort zone. “I—”
Show me.
“What?”
I see people. You talk with each other, and I see interactions on the cameras. You
talk about inane subjects, about nothing at all, like it matters. Even with people they
don’t know. Show me how to do this. I want to understand.
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“You want me to teach you how to small talk?” I say. I’m possibly the worst
choice for this job. I have never mastered small talk, always forgetting to fill the silence
I’m so comfortable with.
Yes. The cursor on my Slate pauses for a moment, before I receive a slowly typed,
Please. Almost an afterthought, an empty platitude. He’s learning already.
I’m definitely in over my head.
***
Wired
The first item Ryan shows me is a geode. Smooth brown rock broken open to
reveal white crystals that create tiny refractions in the dim lights. I imagine the desert that
it came from, the centuries of sand that scoured the rock smooth, the hardened molecules
that formed the crystal. I wonder what it would feel like against my fingers. All I know is
liquid and cool, smooth metal. Even before the wires, it’s the only sensation I remember.
I’m sure there are other things. Foods I had eaten. I had probably worn clothes at one
point or another. But the only thing that stays is metal. And now I’m too drugged to feel
anything at all. It’s necessary, otherwise my body would be in too much pain to function.
Solas only wants me in pain when it’s convenient for them.
Another day he brings me a flower—a daisy. This one isn’t smiling, but the petals
are too perfect. Waxy white and shiny with a bright green stem and elegantly curved
leaves.
It’s artificial, I point out.
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Ryan shrugs, embarrassed. I’m not sure why. I’m merely stating a fact. “Yeah,
well I can’t afford real flowers. They don’t grow well inside the Dome, without direct
sunlight.”
Are there flowers outside the Dome? I ask.
“Yeah, of course there are flowers,” Ryan assures me. “Lots of flowers. Every
kind of color you can imagine.” From the lilt in his voice, I suspect that this is an
exaggeration or an outright lie. Still the idea still intrigues me, that there might be fields
of green outside, flowers growing freely and far away from grasping human hands.
There are days where the objects are mundane—a spool of thread, cutlery, a
stylus that Ryan takes apart to show me the tiny innerworkings. There’s no real pattern,
but I don’t mind. I like looking from different angles, listening to Ryan explain it. The
way Ryan’s mouth and throat move when he forms words is nearly as fascinating as the
objects he brings. I want to ask questions, to touch, but I’m hesitant. I still don’t know
what he wants, and he does want something. There’s a desperate edge to his actions, an
urgent need for information that is harder for him to conceal the longer into the week we
go. But this is a risky game. I’m company property, and while rules for Solas’ subsidiary
businesses are laxer than in the head office, any indication that I’ve been tampered with
or that I’m deviating from acceptable behavior can be cause for reprogramming or worse,
retirement.
Being cautious has kept me in service for this long, but I can’t stop thinking about
Ryan in that nightclub. Seeing him in that environment, interacting with others, laughing
and connecting. I’ve seen it before with people on the outside, but I don’t understand how
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it’s done. How do they create relationships, some that last only for the span of services
exchanged, others that last a lifetime? I’ve never had the chance to experiment with this
before, and ultimately curiosity wins over caution. I take extra measures to encrypt these
conversations. They won’t hold up to deep scrutiny, but I’m generally beneath notice.
The next week, Ryan prompts our conversational sessions with an offering of
games. “I think talking will be easier if we have an activity to split our focus,” Ryan says.
“What would you like to play?”
Anything too advanced would require unsanctioned usage of my CPU, so we
must keep things simple. Ryan has brought a few old board games from the Clarke
Medical stock room, activities long retired from the lobby. A Go board, a set of checkers
that requires substitution for a third of the pieces, and a much-loved copy of Word
Jumble. The games remind me of the rec room in the Processing Center, a place I haven’t
thought about in years.
I suspect the act of choosing to be a test in itself, so I give it some thought.
Applying processing power to game strategy is an appealing idea, but I don’t think
starting with a game as complex as Go would be a good idea. Checkers, I say. The rules
are simple and easy to understand.
“Checkers it is.”
Ryan sets up the board. He must make all my moves for me, but this is an
acceptable sacrifice. I appreciate watching him move the pieces and having something to
do with his hands seems to make Ryan relax and open up little by little. He talks about
his doctor parents, their disapproval when he decided to go into Bio-Engineering. I don't
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ask for this information, but I like hearing it. I can picture his home, the clinic. He talks
about his work a lot, his passion for cybernetic implants. He really believes that he can
help change the world. I can only offer small, impersonal data in return. Favorite colors,
animals I like, subjects I've never before had an opinion on. I'm making this all up as I go.
I’ve never played checkers before, but it’s not a difficult game to succeed at. All it
takes is observation, spacial awareness, and the ability to think ahead. All skills I have in
abundance. Ryan doesn’t stand a chance. I have the outcome predicted by the fifth move.
Ryan winces as I jump his pieces, conquering his side of the board. “You’re
brutal.”
No, you’re just a poor player.
“Well, I don’t have my mind jacked into a supercomputer.”
Are you suggesting I’m cheating? The accusation needles me. I am doing nothing
more than looking at the board. You just don’t see all the possibilities.
“Well, I’m only human,” Ryan says.
Then maybe we shouldn’t play if you feel I’m so unfairly advantaged.
“What? No, I’m sorry. I’m just a sore loser. Always have been. I didn’t mean to
hurt your feelings,” Ryan says.
I have no feelings for you to hurt. It’s moments like these I’m reminded of the
difference between us. I may be curious, but I can’t let myself get too close. I pull back
into the machine, to the Cortex’s cold logic. No one can hurt me there, even if it means
being alone.
Ryan is silent as he mulls that over. Perhaps I hurt his feelings.
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“Can I ask you a question?” Ryan says at last.
Since when do you ask permission? That’s all you ever do.
Ryan shrugs. “Yeah well, I’m trying to be... sensitive, I guess.”
I’m intrigued. Speak.
He fiddles with one of his checkers, showing a hesitance I’ve never seen before. “I
was just wondering... did it hurt, to be wired?” he asks me.
The question is entirely unexpected. It isn’t that people have never wondered. I
often see the question on people’s faces when their eyes focus uneasily on the ports on my
skin, imagining the wires under the surface, before they become accustomed to the sight.
It just doesn’t get asked. The degree to which Wired feel pain is never acknowledged. I
think most believe that our pain receptors are deadened, which is possibly the case with
newer models, but for full body units such as I, to do so would create more problems than
it would solve.
I’m unsure how to answer this, or if it’s even allowed. Corporate espionage isn’t
exactly common, the city states are too isolated for that, but Solas likes to keep the details
of the Wired program closely guarded. I approach the question with caution, keeping an
eye out for any possible alerts. I’m fairly sure that we’re not being listened to, but certain
key words could get our sessions flagged and investigated.
I don’t really remember. I woke up one day and I was here. No alarms in my mind.
No red flashing pop ups. Safe so far. I venture a little further. I was prepped beforehand,
of course. Years of my life was spent building towards the operation.
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Ryan’s hand stalls over a game piece. “There was a time you weren’t connected to
the server? That’s—I thought Wired were hooked to a data stem from creation.”
Maybe newer models are. I don’t know about them. My generation needed to reach
a level of physical maturity to develop the processing power required to run the Cortex. It
was a tedious process, no doubt contributing to why this model is all but obsolete now.
I don't remember much before I was here. That could be by design or merely a
side effect of time. There were others, I know that much. Other units I grew up with,
under the watchful eye of men and women in lab coats. Maybe they're in the system now,
same as me—though it seems unlikely. I've never bothered to find them. No point. None
of us are what we were.
There was a man, I tell Ryan. I remember that. He took care of us. I recall dry
brown hands, the smell of antiseptic and mint, but not a face and only one name. We
called him Grandpa.
I don’t know where the admission comes from, but I regret giving it voice. I
would’ve preferred keeping the thought close, a secret just for me.
I'm disappointed to see that Ryan has abandoned the board game all together.
“Grandpa? That sounds like something a child would say. Just how old are you? You
look like you’re in your twenties, but full body systems have been out of production for
at least thirty years.”
I try to answer, but the information won’t come. Anything I want to know usually
comes with a mere thought, so easy, but this is blocked from me when I try to reach for it.
My age, anything about my history sealed behind encrypted firewalls.
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I don’t know. Older than I look, I say. But not older than I feel. Time is a strange
thing for a Wired. My calendar runs on the speed of information. It feels like I have been
here for only a moment, and it feels like I’ve never been anywhere else. I was young when
I was Wired, to better adapt to the hardware. That’s all I can tell you.
The crease in Ryan’s forehead tells me the admission troubles him. Not for the first
time I wonder what Ryan is getting out of this exchange. Improved work performance is
one thing, but the questions are hardly necessary. Does he view me as an extension of
research, perhaps a study of how neural performance improves with stimulation?
The reasoning makes sense. Perhaps these questions are designed to unbalance me,
to provoke memory and emotion. I find the idea surprisingly unsettling. Why should I care
if I'm being studied? Whatever Ryan is doing, it’s not sanctioned by Solas—why else
would he be so careful—so his actions alone didn’t have the power to hurt me. I like
conversation, enjoy the attention, so why does it matter the purpose behind it? But it does
matter. It matters more than anything else.
“Did your... grandpa ever call you anything? Did you ever have a name?” Ryan’s
fiddling with the checkers again, moving his pieces in random patterns around the board.
The game is irrevocably lost, though it hardly matters. I would have won soon anyway.
There’s a quiver in his fingers. Something about what I’ve revealed has unsettled him.
In the Processing Facility, we had numbers. There were twelve of us in all. I can’t
remember what number I was in the series. I feel a pang when I think of my brothers,
now just vague memories of hands holding mine as we all went in for tests, the
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impression of other bodies nestled close to me as we rested together. Other than that, I
have a serial number, designation W—X6514790.
"Yes, I know, but that doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue,” he says. “You don’t
have anything more... casual?”
There was never any need. Would you like to choose one for me?
“I think it would be better if you chose one,” he says. “That way you’d have
something you like.”
The concept is so foreign I can hardly grasp it. There are so many names. Some
people have multiples. How am I possibly supposed to find the correct one?
What about your name? Do you like it?
“I didn’t choose it. It was picked when I was born. But I suppose I like it, yes.
I’ve never felt the need for a different one.”
Your parents picked a name that was meaningful to them, with a second name
that showed your familial relationship. I have none of these ties, so how do I choose?
“Well, I suppose you pick something that sounds nice to you or has personal
meaning. Sometimes names are chosen from people that you admire and wish to
emulate.”
Something I like, something that sounds nice to me. Were names like art,
designed to make a person happy? The drawing Ryan showed me springs to mind, those
smiling, astronomically incorrect stars. I connect to the Cortex and run a search, looking
for anything that seems to stand out to me. There are so many options.
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Astra, I tell Ryan. That is an acceptable designation. It means “of the stars”. I’ve
never seen the night sky in person, only pictures, but I like the idea of natural light,
without the Cortex, without regulation or controls. Light beyond Solas’ reach.
“Astra. I think that’s usually a girl’s name,” Ryan says.
Does that really matter? I like the sound of it. More specifically, I like the way he
says it, the way his mouth purses around the syllables, the soft hiss of the vowels and
consonants.
“Well, that’s the important thing. It’s nice to meet you, Astra,” Ryan says with a
smile.
It’s nice to meet you too, Ryan. I wonder if he’ll remember the name after he’s
gone. If he’ll remember me. It seems unlikely, and that truth is more disappointing than I
can explain.
This attachment is new, illogical. I have never liked or trusted a tech before, not
really, merely accepted them as temporal fixtures in my life. It never mattered to me if I
saw them the next day.
But I look forward to Ryan’s shifts every night, love and hate the way he disrupts
my expectations. But I can’t get attached. Ryan is too talented, too ambitious to stay here.
I’m a stepping stone to better things. He’s going to leave.
Everybody leaves.

97
Chapter 10

Ryan
Grandpa. The Wired—Astra, he’s Astra now—had called his caretaker grandpa.
A human affectation that the caretaker must have encouraged. It went against everything
I’ve been taught about the Wired. I’ve never thought about what his past was like, that he
didn’t just pop out of the petri dish fully formed. He was young, once. He had a
childhood. How could someone bring himself to hook up a child who calls him grandpa?
The more time I spend with Astra, the harder it is to be objective. I'm noticing
new quirks about him every day, things that I don’t really believe can be faked by a
machine. Little instances of character, of humor. Even hobbies. He likes to draw. I found
that out after a particularly heated game of picture charades. He said he enjoyed
recreating what he saw, but different, stylized, and since then I have received pinged
messages of his improving craft.
“These are not safe for work,” I tell him, quickly closing my screen on figures of
indeterminate gender who are... wrestling.
Really? My last Technician had plenty of similar images in his search history. I
did have to clean out quite a few viruses. Is that what you mean?
It isn’t, and Astra knows it. The tiny creases around his mouth broadcast his
amusement at my discomfort. And he keeps sending them to me. A sense of humor, an
aesthetic sense, an enjoyment of listening to me read aloud. He says that the stories are
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more alive when I speak them. I try to justify myself with science. Humoring the Wired is
an interesting social experiment. Perhaps what I am learning will even help my prosthetic
research. Stimulation, brainwaves, there has to be some crossover.
But I can’t pretend I’m doing this out of curiosity, or some altruistic drive towards
the truth anymore. I’m attached, and attachment is the enemy of the scientific method.
The conversation, the games, the art. I like Astra, enjoy his company. And I have no idea
what that means for us.
For a time, nothing changes. I fall into a pattern. Gather materials for the night’s
entertainment, tinker a bit with various projects, go to work and be with Astra, sleep.
Start over the next day. There’s tension in the back of my mind, but I can shut that out for
comfortable routine.
Corporate likes routines and schedules, but only schedules that best suit them. On
firstday evening, almost two months after I started work to the day, I log into my Slate to
find a message waiting for me. Head to the main office. Time for a surprise review.
Two months, isn’t that early for a review? My heart races as I head for the office,
thinking back on all the things I’ve done in the past few weeks. Unauthorized interaction
with the Wired, bringing in foreign materials to my work area, playing games on
company time. I’ll be fired, blacklisted, and evicted. I’ll have no choice but to return to
my parents’ clinic or end up an unemployed drain on resources.
I have never been to the top floor of the Market before. It's reserved for top
management, though they seldom make an appearance. It’s also the only part of the
building that has regular upkeep, just for surprise visits such as these.
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The floors are shiny with fresh wax, tiled in black and white that make me feel
unkept, like my footsteps are a blight on this perfect surface. I approach the door with
trepidation, unsure if I should knock. The door opens before I get the chance.
“Hello!” the official says. “Come in, come in.” He grabs me firmly by the
shoulder, and I stumble inside.
I don’t recognize this man. I expected the Sector manager, a small, mousy man
with watery brown eyes that look perpetually board. He's handsome, probably in his early
to mid-forties, with dusky blonde hair and sharp grey eyes. But this man radiates
Corporate. He’s sharply dressed in a deep navy suit that has somehow escaped the thin
layer of sand that coats everything in Harmony, and his eyes are hidden behind thick
rimmed black glasses. Eye issues are generally corrected at a young age, so I’m guessing
they’re an affectation.
Why would a member of Corporate be visiting the Market? Why would he be
coming to talk to me? My stomach ties itself in knots.
The executive smiles, a practiced, customer service smile, and reaches out to
shake my hand. “Ryan Clarke, correct? It’s a pleasure to me you. I’m Adam.”
The handshake is firm and vigorous, barely requiring any motion on my part to
keep it going. “It’s nice to meet you, sir,” I murmur. I don’t have the courage to say his
first name, and that is all he has given me.
“Don’t look so nervous. This is a good thing, I promise!” Adam assures me.
“Have a seat.”
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I’m grateful to sit. I don’t trust my legs. The chairs and the desk are flawlessly
white.
“I’ll skip straight to the point, Ryan. We’ve been looking over your work for the
last couple months, and we’ve noticed some irregularities.”
I straighten a little in my chair, trying to ignore the way my palms are sweating.
“Irregularities, sir?” I ask, taking care to school my expression. You’ve done nothing
wrong, I tell myself. And I haven’t. Maybe not according to the Employee Handbook,
maybe not by Corporate standards, but I haven’t done any harm. I kept a—a friend? I’m
not sure anymore—company. Talking to him, playing games, listening to his jokes,
watching Astra open up little by little, maybe even starting to trust me. I refuse to believe
that’s wrong, and that conviction has to lend itself to an innocent front. I haven’t done
anything wrong.
Treason, the scared part of my mind reminds me. The part that is giving me
sweaty palms and an erratic heartbeat. That’s treason. And a part of me doesn’t care. It’s
a dizzying range of emotions.
“Relax. You should be proud. It’s not often that anything in the Market draws
attention. But since you’ve been working here, energy efficiency has gone up by forty
percent. Forty percent in two months. That’s incredible. One might ask what your secret
is.”
There's a meaningful pause, and I force what I hope to be a disaffected shrug.
“Just hard work, sir.”
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Adam leans forward, a respectable distance but too close for comfort. “You
shouldn’t be so modest. You won’t get anywhere being humble. We’ve had our eye on
you. When people apply with certain skills, they’re flagged. We put you through your
paces with entry level jobs of course. If you can’t do grunt work, how are you supposed
to handle larger responsibilities? But you’ve proven yourself to be an asset.”
“An asset?” I ask, heart now racing for a different reason. “What do you—”
“I mean promotion, Ryan. Your skills in bio-engineering are wasted in the
basement. No, you need to be somewhere you can use your mind. We always need people
in research and development.”
“Are you serious?” I had been shooting for upward advancement, but I expected
to be in the trenches for at least three to five years, not less than six months.
“Of course. You’re young, smart, and talented. Why waste time? Now, you’ll just
be an assistant at first, working to assemble Bio-Tech implants, but at the rate you’re
going? You could have your own team in just a few years. You’ll get the support to bring
your ideas to life and play with the good toys. What do you say?”
“I—” Obviously, this is a dream come true. I would be crazy to say no, and even
if that wasn’t the case, there’s a certain pull to Adam that makes refusal out of the
question. His manner is confident, easy—as if I had agreed before I even walked through
the door. This is a man that expects to get his way, and the universe has no choice but to
oblige.
But what would happen to Astra if I leave?
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My pause has Adam raising an eyebrow, lips pursing in a line. The suspicion
makes me panic. “I would love to!” I say quickly, and Adam’s face clears at the correct
response. “Thank you, sir.”
Another firm handshake, and Adam sends me on my way. I walk back to my
basement in a haze. A promotion. A chance to advance far sooner than I expected. So
much more time to learn and develop, resources to enact some of my larger projects. I
won’t have to work with scraps anymore. I'd finally get a chance to use my education,
even in a limited way. I should have been elated, but as I go back to my workstation, all I
feel is guilt. Astra is looking at me, brows slightly furrowed in a way I have come to
recognize as tension.
You’re late.
“Yeah, sorry. I had to talk to my manager,” I say. It isn’t a lie, not technically, but
the omission sits heavily on me, makes me defensive.
But I couldn’t see you. There aren’t many places I can’t see. Where were you?
“Nowhere, really. Just the fifth floor,” I say.
The fifth floor is for Corporate. What did they want?
“Nothing. It was a performance review, that’s all.”
Why would the head office run a performance review for maintenance?
"It’s nothing,” I insist, setting up my station. “Don’t worry about it.”
I’m not worried, Astra is quick to insist. It’s my purpose to know what’s going on
in this building.
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“If your eyes don’t reach that floor, then you don’t need to know,” I say. I should
just tell him. He’d find out soon anyway, and it’s not like I had another choice. I
answered when summoned. I took a job that I couldn’t refuse. I always intended to leave
eventually. Astra has to know that. But Astra and I have created a peace here, a
relationship that I’m reluctant to break.
Don’t lie to me, Ryan.
“I’m not lying! Not everything is about you.”
My Slate is silent for a long while after that as the Wired contemplates my words.
My outburst may have shocked him into silence, but I know that far off expression. He's
processing, and that never bodes well for me.
So, this was about you. A meeting, and if you’re hiding it from me, you’re either
getting fired or promoted. Either way, you’re leaving, but you don’t look like someone
who just lost his job.
“Look, I—”
Are you going to give me your one month notice? That’s the standard. I suppose
congratulations are in order.
“I’m sorry, but it’s not like I planned any of this.”
Maybe not now, no, but this was always the plan, wasn’t it? We both know I’m a
waystation for something better. It’s not like I expected more.
“Astra—” I never should have asked him to pick a name, something personal
between us. Something human. I knew we had an expiration date. Why did I have to
make this harder?
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Who will take care of him when I leave? Will he fall silent again, reduced to
brainwaves and an empty, forward stare?
Forget it, the Wired says. Everybody leaves.
***
Astra
Everybody leaves. I'm angry with myself for being surprised that Ryan would. I'm
just something to pass the time. I know this. I know this. But I hadn’t expected it so soon.
I had let my guard down. Stupid mistake.
I knew something was wrong when Ryan went to the fifth floor. The one place
my cameras can’t reach. I have a relative sense of it, or else it wouldn’t receive power,
but it's like a gaping mass of empty space to my senses. People disappear on the fifth
floor. The moment Ryan stepped inside, it was like he blipped out of existence, and I
knew I’d lost him. I’d have a few weeks, time for him to put things in order, maybe even
train someone new if he insisted on screening applicants himself, and then he’d be gone
forever.
This has happened plenty of times in the past, but it's different now. With Ryan
gone, who will I talk to? Who will play chess with me? There will be no one to irritate,
no one to tease, and even if there is, it won’t be Ryan.
I hate that it matters. I hate that he matters. That it isn’t the interaction, not only,
that it's Ryan. It’s the dimpling of his skin when he smiles, how his eyes are brown at
first glance, but there there’s a circle of green flecks around the iris. It’s the sound of his
laugh—soft and sudden, like humor always comes to him by surprise—and the way he
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squirms when he gets flustered, the tips of his ears turning pink. I’m going to miss his
care, his passion. I’m going to miss him. I’ve never missed anyone before.
Three days go by with little change. Ryan starts updating the maintenance manual
for the next person. I don’t try to interrupt. It’s easier to let my systems run their course
than to interfere, and I’m too wrapped up in my thoughts to bother with malfunctions.
Ryan is quick to notice my silence. “So, this is how it’s going to be?” he asks.
“You’re going to spend these last days sulking?”
I’m not sulking. It’s not that I don’t want to talk—in fact, it’s that I want too
much. Knowing that soon I’ll never see him again opens up so much. I want to talk; I
want to touch. I don’t want to be left behind.
But there’s little point in wanting. I don’t have control over anything that matters.
“I’m sorry that it has to end this way,” Ryan says. “But I have to leave one way or
another. I don’t have a choice.”
A choice? You don’t have a choice?
Ryan’s screen starts to flicker, the speakers sizzling with white noise. I didn’t
realize that I was doing that, but I can’t make it stop.
I don’t have a choice, Ryan! You’ll go on your way and live the life you always
wanted. Work your way up the ladder—maybe find a partner, nurture some children if
that’s what you want, and never give me another thought. But I will STILL BE HERE!
That is, if I’m lucky. If I’m not taken out of service. I outlived my usefulness long ago.
Don’t talk to me about choices! You have a whole world. I HAVE A BASEMENT!
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Sparks are coming out one of the modems, lighting it up, and the screen goes
blank. The fire gas disperses automatically, quickly dousing the tiny electrical flames. I
close my eyes, forcing my thoughts back into order. If I start affecting the larger systems
there could be trouble.
Ryan is staring at me, eyes wide, mouth opening and closing feebly as he tries to
find something to say. “Astra, I—”
Why? Why would you do this? Why would you talk to me, play with me? Why
would you ask me questions and act like I matter? Why would you make me—why? If
you’re only going to leave? Why would you be so cruel?
“I... I don’t know. I thought I did, but... I don’t.”
It’s not what I want to hear. I don’t know what I want to hear, but this isn’t even
an answer. It’s nothing. That’s all we are, all I can expect.
You’re just like everyone else. I don’t know why I thought you were different.
Ryan tries to speak, to perhaps defend himself, but he falters.
Goodbye, Ryan.
There’s nothing left to say.
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Chapter 11

Ryan
We spend the next week in oppressive silence. Astra allows me to work, offering
no further judgement or approval. An optimum workspace, allowing for maximum
productivity. Maybe I would have enjoyed that once, but now the quiet feels like loss.
I can’t just do my work and pretend that the Wired is merely a fixture in the room
to me—he’s Astra now. Frustrating, stubborn, occasionally funny, often sarcastic. And
I’m leaving him alone. I do what I can to make sure that he will be cared for. I update the
Employee Manual, adding suggestions, make sure that his food intake is correct for
optimum nutrition. But no matter how many notes I make and how earnestly I train the
next person coming in, they aren’t going to care like I did. They won’t appreciate Astra’s
funny little sketches or read to him because he likes the sound of stories given voice.
He’ll be left to rot in this basement until he breaks.
On the next firstday, three weeks before my work transfer—and yes, I’m
counting—Wendy stops to talk to me during my break.
“This is a surprise. I don’t usually see you in the cafeteria,” she says.
I shrug. I can’t tell her that I usually take meals at my desk because Astra likes to
watch me eat. He receives all his meals intravenously, so the solid food I eat and the
motions of chewing are a novelty for him. But since our fight, he doesn’t seem interested
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in much of anything. It’s like to him I’m an empty spot in the room. Like I’ve already
left.
“Well, I’m glad I caught you! Congratulations on the promotion,” Wendy says.
She looks pained to say it, perhaps some professional jealousy, but it's difficult to tell
because she always looks somewhat pained.
“Thanks. Do you know who you’re replacing me with? I have some notes I’d like
to hand over to them, maybe even train a little in person if possible.” It’s the least I can
do. I want to make sure Astra is in good hands.
Wendy waves a hand dismissively. “There’s no need. Most of your instructions
won’t be applicable. We’re finally decommissioning that old model.”
All I hear is decommission. “You’re... replacing him?”
“Yes, I just got the approval. It’s long overdue. I’ve been requesting a new Wired
for years. We should be getting the new unit next month. The basic protocols will be the
same, but things will be much more streamlined. It’ll be easier to keep someone on
without having to worry about a mouth to feed and shit to clean.” Wendy laughs at her
own joke, delighting in the slip in professionalism. “So, don’t worry about the changing
of the guard. We’ve got it covered.”
“Oh,” I say. I can hear the blood pumping in my ears. “That’s... oh.”
“Well, your break is pretty much over, so back to work.” Wendy gives me a solid
slap on the back. I’m too shocked to properly brace for it, so the contact nearly sends me
crashing into the table. “And again, congratulations! Good luck with the new job.”
I finish my shift in a haze. Decommission in a month. He’s going to be. He’s—
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I don’t know what to do, anymore. I sit on my desk and stare at the screen. I don’t
even open my files.
I hear a ping, a notification I haven’t heard in days. I programmed Astra’s texts to
register as a short note on the bagpipes. It seemed appropriate at the time.
What’s wrong?
Part of me is glad that he’s talking to me again, another part is dreading the
conversation. I can’t lie to Astra. He always knows. “I-I just found out you’re being...
terminated.”
Next month. I know.
I can barely believe what I’m reading. Astra’s face is as calm as ever, as if
indifferent about his own demise. “You know?”
Of course, I know, Ryan. I was the first to know. Who do you think directs those
reports? I’ve been burying them for years, but I’ve been... distracted lately. This one
slipped by me.
Distracted because of me. He doesn’t say the words. He doesn’t need to. “How
can you be so calm? You’re going to—going to—” I can’t even say it.
How I feel about the matter is irrelevant. There’s nothing I can do. My purpose is
over. I have nothing else. I’ve come to terms with that.
I may have believed him when we first met, but I know this is a mask he hides
behind. He pretends to be a computer, but his emotions are all noise and sparks he
suppresses. I’ve seen it myself.

110
"Is there... anything I can do? Before—” Before you’re gone. I hate this feeling,
like I’m making last rites to a dying man.
Anything? Do you mean that? Can I ask you for anything?
The way he latches onto that word makes me hesitate. Anything within reason. I
could attach that caveat. But how can I deny him? It’s the first thing he’s asked of me.
Probably the first thing he’s asked of anyone. And also the last.
“Anything I can,” I say.
I want to see my personal files.
“What? Your files? You can’t see them?”
They’re protected. I can’t get them on my own. But I could with your security
override.
“Why do you want them?”
I’ve been in this space for so long, I’ve developed... gaps in my memory. I can feel
them. Just empty spaces, no data. Not forgotten, taken out and hidden. I don’t like not
having pieces of myself. I want to know everything. I should know everything. It’s mine.
A declaration of ownership. How much of his life could he really claim to own?
How much of him is scattered? I can see why he’d want them.
Still, I’m reluctant. If Astra can’t get to them, then the information is highly
classified. Hacking in would be an enormous breach in security, and the consequences
would be so much worse than employee termination. I could be blacklisted, or even
exiled. Solas doesn’t waste resources imprisoning undesirables. They just throw them
outside. “Astra, I don’t know.”
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All right.
More than any argument he could have given, Astra’s easy acceptance bothers
me. He doesn’t seem angry or surprised. It’s like he never said anything at all. “All right?
That’s it?”
Yes. I know it’s a big request. You shouldn’t concern yourself with me. It’s good
that you’re leaving before me. If I have to be terminated, I don’t want it to be you, and
you won’t have to watch me go.
He’s so... resigned, and it breaks my heart. “Okay. I’ll do it.” I hardly know what
I’m saying. All I know is that I want Astra, even for one brief moment, to be happy again.
“Tomorrow, we’ll look at your files.”
You don’t have to.
“I want to,” I say. I’m surprised that this is the truth. I want to do this for him.
Everything else be damned.
***
Astra
I’m surprised when Ryan comes on second day—twelve days from his transfer,
twenty-three before my termination, yes I’m counting—ready to work. I know I scared
him and figured after some sleep he’d remember he’s reasonable and change his mind.
He never struck me as the do or die type. But I hadn’t expected him to speak to me either,
or to play games, or read me books. Ryan is always surprising me.
Unfortunately, while talented in many ways, a gifted hacker Ryan is not, though
considering I work at electric speed, my standards may be skewed. Still, I can’t access
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my personal files alone. I know exactly where my memories are, had figured that out
years ago, but it’s the deepest of propriety information with encryption I cannot breach.
Ryan’s security codes allow the final push I need to break through.
Videos, old and heavily pixelated, play in my mind's eye. Some of the
information is lost, data missing in large chunks, but there’s enough to create a crude
picture. Blurred images of indeterminately gendered children playing under the watchful
eyes of scientists. Tests being performed. Time stamps growing in number as the years
pass by and the children grow to the correct age. I see glimpses of myself, arms, legs,
flashes of a hospital gown. I’m wearing an ID bracelet. Number 4. I used to be Number 4.
I wish I had more than visual. I want to feel the floor against my feet, feel the burn of
muscles as I run. And how I used to run! How my brothers and I would chase each other.
I'm led by the hand into a room. The woman is wearing a lab coat and she looks
larger than life. I’m only twelve, and everything looks larger than life. I crawl onto a
hospital bed. A man, Dr. Schaefer—Grandpa—attaches wires to my skull.
I didn’t realize I was awake during the surgery, just numb and unmoving. I see the
flash of a scalpel. The boy must have felt it pull against his flesh as it cut into his head—
my head. My eyes—the only part of me that can move, shift to Dr. Schaefer. He’s
holding my hand. He’s smiling, telling me I’m doing so well. The hard part is over.
Another lab coat presses a syringe into my arm, and I can almost feel the anesthesia take
hold, the sinking blackness right before I wake up changed.
I wake inside the pod. This I remember, the moment of submersion, but not with
such detail. The wires are coming to claim me, compelled by electric impulses, slipping

113
under my skin. I can feel them. I'm screaming as they take hold, before the amniotic fluid
cuts me off. The drugs kick in and I sleep, soft, peaceful torture.
I want it to stop, don’t want to remember the fire under my skin, the heaviness
and then terrifying lightness in my limbs as I slip away. My mind is a mess of new
signals, numbers, sounds, and lights that I can’t interpret. Make it stop. Make it stop.
Makeitstop. Warning, warning. System malfunction. I’m breaking. I’m broken.
“No, you’re not.”
I feel the voice more than I hear it, cutting through the white noise of memory.
My eyes focus to see Ryan’s face pressed up against the pod, closer than I’ve ever seen
him.
“You’re not broken, and you’re not there. You’re here with me, and I’m not going
to let anything happen to you.”
Too late for that. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.
Ryan falters, and I feel almost guilty when I see his gaze flicker with uncertainty,
even as it proves my point. “I’m sorry.”
Just get out.
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Chapter 12

Ryan
Astra’s operation was a success, the first success. I knew Astra was old—decades
older than he appears—but I never realized that he was of the first series. The original
Wired series that made everything else possible. Harmony thrives on his shoulders. The
shoulders of children.
For they were children. So many other boys—Astra's twins—laughing, running,
playing games, only to eventually be led by the hand of a gentle adult, never to be seen
again. Nothing could have prepared me to see everything through Astra’s eyes. Astra, so
young, so trusting, who could only watch as he was drowned alive.
He had no choice then, and he has no choice now. I know what happens to
machines when they break. He will be terminated, recycled for parts so we can get
information a little bit faster, have lights that are a little bit brighter. And no one will
mourn or even notice his passing. There are more where he came from, after all. It’s all
for the greater good.
Fuck the greater good. Astra doesn’t deserve this. He deserves a chance to live,
really live. He may not be able to do anything about his fate, but I can.
I don’t understand what I’m thinking, at least not yet. My thoughts are moving too
fast. I’m too emotionally invested, and if I’m going to do anything—if I’m going to
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succeed—I have to think it through. Maria’s words keep running through my head, that
bar conversation that seems so long ago, though it’s been barely a month.
The world needs to know, one way or another.
I don’t have time to tell the world. The truth takes time. I’ll be gone in a few
weeks, and when I’m gone there won’t be anyone to save Astra from the incinerator. I
need to get him out of the city. And there’s only one shelter from the desert outside of
Harmony that I have any chance of reaching. The Displaced settlements. I’ve heard of
people defecting and seeking them out. It is the only option.
I give Maria a call. She’s treated Displaced patients before. Maybe she has
contact information. Maybe someone will help me. There’s no way I can get Astra out on
my own.
I meet her two hours before my shift at a coffee shop. We get sandwiches, and I
treat Maria to a coffee, splurging for the double shot expresso.
“That a good idea?” Maria asks. “You look dead on your feet.”
“I haven’t been sleeping much,” I tell her. “I need the caffeine.”
“You need a nap,” Maria says, and she pulls me towards a back table.
“I wish.”
I’m nervous. I feel like eyes are on me, watching me at all times. I know there are
cameras, but it’s not like Solas can keep an eye on each individual citizen at all times. I
shouldn’t be this worried, in fact I’m only making myself more suspicious.
Maria picks up on my tension. “What’s going on, Ryan? Why did you call me
here on my day off?”
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“I need a reason to go out to coffee with my friend?” I try to relax my posture,
taking a sip of my coffee to buy time. I can’t drop the bomb right away. If someone is
watching, listening—even if no one is, for my own peace of mind at least—I want it to
appear that we are having a normal conversation. Ease things in before I ask for a
suspected terrorist group’s contact information. “I just wanted to talk. I haven’t seen you
in a while. Our breaks never seem to line up. How are things at the Clinic?”
Maria sighs, leaning back heavily against her chair. “It’s been difficult. We’ve
been getting more and more cases of Sand Lung.”
Sand Lung, a choking cough that comes from inhaling too much sand outside.
The sand is an eclectic mix of silica, rocks, particulates, and various toxins that with
repeated exposure will tear at the lungs and have you coughing blood. It’s an awful way
to die. The filters are supposed to protect us from that, but the closer you live to the edges
of the Dome, the easier it is to breathe what manages to slip through.
“That’s terrible,” I say. “Have you been holding up, okay?”
“We lost a patient,” Maria says. “A little boy from the Rim. Ryan, his throat and
lungs were completely shredded. I couldn’t do anything for him.”
I slide my chair so I can put my arm around her shoulders. “Maria, I’m sorry. I
had no idea.”
“Maybe you would if you answered your messages every once in a while.”.
My arm tenses and I slowly slip it off her shoulder. She’s right. I haven’t been a
good friend lately. I only called her in the first place to discuss my problems. I never
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considered what she might be going through. We sit at our table in silence, staring at the
dregs of our coffee. Talking to her used to be so easy. What happened to us?
“Why am I here, Ryan?” Maria asks at last. “What do you need?”
“Am I that transparent?” I say. “I’m sorry. I've been so selfish, lately.”
“Yeah, you have,” Maria says. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to help you.
Talk to me.”
But now that she’s looking at me expectantly I don’t know what to say. How do I
tell her what’s going through my head? How everything I hold true is slowly falling
apart? That maybe I don’t want the things I always thought I wanted. Or that I want them,
but I want something else so much more.
“I took your advice. You know, about my job.” I lean closer, lowering my voice.
“I spoke to the Wired. Tested his cognition. I did everything I could think of to see if he’s
sentient.”
“And? What’s the verdict?”
“He’s... he’s infuriating and petty. He has a dry sense of humor and delights in the
simplest things. Things I’ve never noticed before. He sees beauty where I never would
have imagined. He’s a person Maria. Maybe one of the most complex people I’ve ever
met. And now that I know that, I can’t leave him there to die. His time is running out.
The Market is going to replace him next month. I have to get him out of the city.”
“Out of the city? Is that even possible? How is the Wired supposed to leave?”
Maria asks.

118
“I was hoping you’d be able to help with that. You have contact with the
Displaced, right?”
Maria stiffens. “They come in for medical help. But only rarely. It’s not like
we’ve exchanged Slate handles.”
“That’s better than nothing. Isn’t there some way you could get a hold of them? I
need their help. Astra is set to be terminated. I can’t let that happen.”
Maria reaches out and grabs my hand. “Ryan, this is risking a lot. If you go
through with this, you could lose everything. Are you sure?”
I hesitate. I’d had plans. Working my way up, making change from within. If I do
this, those dreams are gone. But there’s still Astra, so resigned to his death. I can see his
eyes closing slowly as his body burns. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”
Maria sighs and leans back in her chair. She looks tired, and I wonder if she’s also
had trouble sleeping. “Then I’m going to have to see... Astra is his name? I’ll have to see
him.”
“What? Why?” I ask.
“If you’re going to do this, he’s going to need to be looked at. Who knows if
Astra will even survive being disconnected? Before I do anything, I need to make sure
what you’re suggesting can be performed safely. I need to see this with my own eyes.
That’s my condition. What do you say?”
It’s not too much to ask, not really. The doubt I hear in Maria’s voice needles me,
but her request is reasonable. With the limited night personnel, slipping Maria in through
the back wouldn’t be difficult, and I doubt that management would even care. If Astra’s
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stories of his past technicians are any indication, much worse had gone on in front of the
security cameras. More than that, he had shown me proof. Five second pop up footage at
random intervals.
I feel a pang of fondness at the memory. When had I begun to associate those
little, irritating tricks fondly? Perhaps Maria would be useful in more ways than one. I’ve
clearly lost all objectivity, and Maria is nothing if not objective.
We leave the coffee shop together. The train ride to the Market is mostly silent.
“Do I need a pass?” Maria asks when the building comes into sight. “Technically,
yes, but no one’s going to check,” I assure her. I scan my fingerprint and usher her
through the back door.
“Lots of security for people who don’t care who shows up in their basement,”
Maria remarks as I go through the secondary fingerprint scan.
“Company policy cares,” I reply. “All this is standard procedure. The actual
management couldn’t care less.”
I open the door and take a moment to enjoy the awed expression on her face.
Modern equipment has gotten smaller, even disappeared from the physical as much as
possible, but while more advanced and efficient, the technology doesn’t have presence
like the Market’s equipment. But when I warm up the machinery and unveil the pod’s
metal shutters, Maria’s eyes are drawn inevitably to the Wired.
His eyes are closed for the first time since I met him. His expression is relaxed
and peaceful. He looks like a doll.
“That’s… that’s it—I mean, him?” Maria asks.

120
“Yeah, that’s... that’s Astra.” I say. There are other things I could’ve said, a
discussion of technology, the intricacies of the bio to neural interface. There was a time
where I could’ve gone on for hours, but the schematics seem so inadequate now. They
aren’t Astra. Astra can’t be explained in mechanics and chemistry.
Just as well, since Maria doesn’t look interested in a technical conversation. Her
eyes are wide, arm outstretched in the empty air as if to reach out. “It looks... he looks...
so small. Is he getting enough nutrition?”
“Of course,” I say. “I monitor that all closely. It’s my job.”
“This... is your job,” Maria says. “I could almost put my hand around his arm.”
“That’s not my fault,” I say. “I’ve been doing all that I can for him.” But I don’t
need her to tell me that it isn’t enough.
Maria fidgets, seeming almost unbalanced, and it’s a relief to see her so shaken.
All the employees here seem so used to his presence, accustomed to a breathing body in
the room. How can someone see him and not feel how wrong it is? Maria steps closer. I
watch as she forces herself to relax, to affect the clinical detachment all doctors need to
get through the day. “The condition of his body resembles someone in a coma. Does he
always... sleep, like this?”
I have the feeling that he’s only behaving this way because Maria is in the room.
“I’ve never seen him sleep,” I admit. “I’m not even sure if he needs to.”
And it is in that moment that Astra opens his eyes.
***
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Astra
A stranger in the lab. No, not a stranger. I recognize this girl, Maria. The one from
the club. What is she doing here? I feel almost betrayed. Others had brought people here,
but I hadn’t thought Ryan would. This time, whatever it meant, whatever we have left, is
ours. Why is he ruining it with an intruder?
Maria takes a step back, not meeting my gaze. I reach out for her, watching her
expression tighten with horror. I want her to be afraid, to wish she’d never come here.
“What is he doing? Are you— you’re not making him do that, right?” Maria asks,
inching ever closer to the door.
Ryan’s eyes shift from me to her. “Of course not. It’s not like I control him. He’s
just... saying hello, I guess.” He walks up to me, putting his hand against the glass, lining
it up with mine. “Astra, this is my friend, Maria. She wanted to meet you.”
I wonder how much he told her. Whether she knows about our talks at night, or
the games we play. Is he sharing data with her, getting a second opinion on his research?
Maria takes a step forward. She places a tentative hand on the glass. “Hello,
Astra. It’s nice to meet you. I was hoping to ask you a few questions—”
No, no questions. I’ve been around enough doctors to recognize that clinical tone.
Am I a case study? A footnote for an academic paper? Is that why Ryan brought her
here? Maybe that was his goal all along. I smack the glass once, hard, making it vibrate
against Maria’s hand. She draws back, startled.
“I’m sorry, I—”
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I extend myself to every corner of the room, announcing my displeasure with a
beeping alarm. It isn’t a steady staccato, but a long, warbling wail of sound pouring out
of every console, accompanied by pop-up after pop-up of flashing red screens blanketing
as many areas as I can cover.
“Astra, stop it!” Ryan says. “You’re going to get security down here. Stop!”
But I don’t want to stop. I want to see the fear on Maria’s face, the panic. She’s
not supposed to be here.
“Ryan, it’s me. He doesn’t like me. I should go.”
I tap on the glass a few more times to reinforce her words.
“But Maria, what about—”
“It’s okay,” she assures Ryan. About what, I don’t know. “I’ve seen enough.”
I allow the beeping to fade and the screens to close, satisfied that I’ve made my
point. Ryan escorts Maria, making sure she slips out of the building without being
noticed, but as soon as she disappears, he returns to me.
“What was that about?” Ryan demands, mouth a tense, angry line. “You didn’t
have to do that!”
You said she wanted to see.
“You scared her!”
Then she should follow your example and look away.
“I’m not looking away!”
But you don’t really see me. Or you try not to. Why did you bring her here, Ryan?
What did you hope to gain?
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I can guess. Perhaps he was hoping to gain a research partner, someone to
correlate his findings. Ryan had done the sociological aspect, perhaps he was seeking a
biological component for some petty experiment. Perhaps all I am—all I've ever been—is
a research subject.
What am I to you? A tool? A pet? What do you want from me?
Ryan is silent, and my entire being is tense, desperate for his answer. Either way it
would be a relief. If he doesn’t care about me, I don’t have to care about him.
“I don’t know,” he admits at last. “I just don't know. It wasn’t supposed to be like
this.”
Forgive me for upsetting your plans.
Ryan shakes his head. “That’s not what I meant! I just—I look at you and talk to
you. You don’t do anything that I expect. There’s no formula to your actions, and I just—
I can’t ignore you, or pretend that I can just move on with my life. I’ve tried.”
They are pretty words, but I don’t trust words, only actions. And what are you
going to do about it?
He looks pained, pursing his lips like he badly wants to say something, like the
words are in his throat. But nothing comes out. He just shakes his head.
That’s what I thought. I’m an idiot to hope for anything else.
***
Ryan
I so badly want to tell him the truth, the tentative plan that I have forming in my
brain. I want to wipe that resigned look on his face, to give Astra something to hope for.
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But the words dry up on my tongue. What if I’m wrong? What if I can’t get him out? I
can’t raise him up only to crush him. First, I need to be sure of a course of action. I need
to talk to Maria again.
When I get off my shift, I see a text from her. I want to meet with you after work.
Where? I ask. She texts back almost immediately.
Your place is fine. Just give me an hour.
I go home. The hour passes slowly. I spend time cleaning my room, and then
cleaning it again. I make a pot of coffee and a bowl of noodles—the only edible food I
have in my pantry—and finally I hear a knock on the door.
Maria steps into my room without prompting. “Hi,” she says.
“Hi. I’m glad you texted. I wasn’t sure if you’d still be up,” I say. I guide her onto
my bed, and she sinks down heavily. For a moment, I feel eight years old again. She used
to sneak into my room, and we’d read and play cards until long past our bedtime.
“Couldn’t sleep,” Maria said, settling into a cross legged position. “Today was... a
lot.”
“I’m sorry. I should have anticipated that Astra would get antsy around a
stranger.”
“It’s no one’s fault, Ryan. Honestly, I was also a little overwhelmed. It’s not that I
didn’t believe what you were telling me, but it was all theoretical for me. I still wasn’t
thinking of him as a person, just a concept I read about in school. At least, not until I saw
him.” Maria sighs, flopping over onto her back.
I lie back, rolling on my side to face her. “Seeing is believing, I guess.”
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“Yeah, that’s true, but it’s more than that. Ryan, we’ve been lied to. Wired aren’t
supposed to have higher cognition. But I've seen people without brain function, people
who only have breath and heartbeat remaining, and that’s not what I saw in that lab. I
could give you the biological explanation, but I think I'd be telling you what you already
know. What I think we all know deep down, even if we don’t like to think about it. He's
alive.”
“You came to that conclusion a lot easier than I did,” I say.
“Maybe that’s because of you. Maybe interacting with you has made Astra more
emotional, more discernably human. At any rate, this is just more proof that there’s
something wrong with this city, Ryan. I’ve thought so for a long time.”
There was a time where I would have cut the conversation off here. This is
dangerous talk, treasonous talk. I’ve ignored so much—the countless patients in the
Clinic without healthcare, the system of merit that stamped out anyone who couldn’t
conform, the homeless, the people who I watched work themselves to death—all so I
could get by. I can’t do it anymore. I can’t live in a system that props itself up on silent
suffering.
“Can you help me?” I ask Maria.
“I can. It’s not going to be easy. I’ve been studying up on the Wired. If the studies
are correct—and I don’t know if they are, I will need all the medical information you can
find for him. Biologically, he should be just like any other human. All of his biological
systems should function outside the fluid. But from what I saw, Astra’s muscles have
atrophied. I’ve seen people recover from that kind of damage, but it will take time.

126
You’re not going to be able to walk him out of there. We need more help. I have contacts
with the Displaced. I’ll set up a meeting.”
“I thought you only treated them occasionally? How do you have contacts?” I ask.
Maria sighs. She almost looks guilty. “I lied. I do a little more than just treat them.
For the past year or so, I’ve been smuggling them medical supplies. I fudge the numbers
on our patient census so that Solas sends us extra, and I give that to the Displaced
settlements.”
My head is spinning. My friend, the smuggler. Instant exile if she got caught.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I didn’t want to get you involved. You had a plan, Ryan, a whole bright future
ahead of you. I didn’t want to ruin that,” Maria says.
I laugh. It sounds more like a cough, hoarse and bitter. “Oh yes, my bright
future.” I had worked so hard for it, spent so much time focused on a single goal. Funny,
how little that all seemed to matter now. “Let’s arrange a meet as soon as possible.”
“I... may have already done that. I probably should have asked you first, but time
is of the essence, right?” Maria says. “We’re meeting at the Clinic tomorrow afternoon.”
I’m surprised that they’re able to meet on such short notice. Just how many
Displaced are there? Were there sleeper agents lurking in the city? I thought those were
just rumors, but perhaps they’re much more organized than I thought.
I spend hours I should be sleeping mentally rehearsing how I plan to plead my
case, before finally succumbing to anxious exhaustion and sleeping until the late hours of
the morning. I have to speed to the Clinic to make it there before the meeting. I want to
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give the impression that I’m spending my off hours helping my parents at the Clinic.
There’s always the chance that I’m being watched. The clinic is backed up with a recent
outbreak of flu combined with the usual illnesses. Maria claims she needs the help, and
my coming home when the need is great isn’t unheard of. My parents are bemused but
not suspicious. They put me to work almost immediately, examining prosthetic limbs and
mechanically enhanced lungs, but I’m expecting that, counting on it. For a few hours I
get lost in the hum of machinery, and I’m surprised to realize that I missed this.
I hear the door open. Maria, as expected, accompanied by a guest—I note the
heavy cloak and gas mask. Gender is impossible to determine.
“Ryan, this is my contact. They’re—”
“I can speak for myself,” the Displaced says, the mask muffling the voice. “Maria
tells me you’re looking for some help.”
I glance at Maria wondering how much she’s told. “That’s right.”
The outsider leans towards me, and I have to force myself not to back away.
“Your parents are good people. They’ve helped us out on many an occasion, and Maria
has vouched for you, which is the only reason I’m here. So, talk. What do you want?
Relics from the outside? Or do you have romantic delusions about revolution?”
“No… I mean not exactly. I work at the Market as a bio-tech.”
“A lab monkey. And how does this concern me?”
I tell them about Astra. About the information I learned, my concerns for his
future. “Your group is the only one I know of outside of the Dome.” There are other
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habitable settlements, but none near here, and they require a visa for entry. Astra
wouldn’t be safe. “Can you help me get him out?”
“Let me get this straight, you want us to help you break out a high-profile piece of
Solas technology because you have a hero complex.”
I bristle at the condescending tone. “He's not technology! He’s a person, and if I
don’t do something he’s going to die. He’ll be terminated in less than a month, and I won’t
be there to protect him. I need to get him out.”
A muffled sigh comes out of the gas mask. “Look kid, I’d like to help, I really
would, but I have to think about my people. Breaking into Solas is dangerous, and if we
do get caught, Solas could use this as an excuse to declare war on our entire community.
It’s not worth the risk.”
“You guys owe me,” Maria says. “How many times have I risked myself to help
you? And I’ve never asked for anything in return because I took an oath to do no harm
and it was the right thing to do. This is the right thing to do.”
“And have you two thought this through? Even if you manage to get him out—
and that’s a tall order in itself—that's it. There won’t be any going back to your regular
lives. You’ll be fugitives.”
“I knew that was a risk the moment I started smuggling,” Maria says. “It’s
regrettable—I don’t want to leave my practice and patients, but if it comes down to that,
I’m prepared to face the consequences.”
I wish I could have Maria’s certainty. I’m ashamed at how I hesitate. My job, my
home, everything I have ever known—can I just walk away from that? But I can’t stop
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thinking of those videos, those children, and Astra. “I can’t go back. Not now, not
knowing what I know. Consequences aside, I don’t believe the risks are as great as you’re
estimating. It’s not like the Market is some kind of Corporate stronghold, and Astra’s an
old model. One of the first. Why waste resources on technology that’s already been
scheduled for a recall?”
My companion sits up a little straighter, leaning forward as if they are worried
they heard me wrong. “The first? Are you sure?”
“Positive. I’ve read all the reports. His series was the first successful integration
into the Cortex.”
“And you can get us in?”
“I know all of Astra’s security protocols. I can get you in, I just need you to help
me get him out.”
There’s a pause, the masked face is unreadable as they mull over my proposal.
“All right, then. We’ll help you play hero. One question though, how does your boy feel
about this?”
“Astra? He wants to be free. I know he does.”
“But have you asked him?”
“No, I didn’t want to get his hopes up before I was sure I could do it. Why?”
The Displaced stands up, straightening their cloak. “He can’t know.”
“What?” I say. “Don’t be ridiculous. I have to tell him.”
“If he knows, Solas knows. Everything he sees and hears is recorded in a backlog.
Letting him know is too dangerous.”
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“We’ve already broken a lot of rules. I hacked into his personal files,” I say.
“Yeah, and you shouldn’t have. Bureaucracy is slow and lazy. No one paid you
much mind when it was just conversations and board games. But you’ve breached
security. The fact that you haven’t had Enforcers breaking down your door means that the
Wired is good at covering his tracks, but Solas is going to find out what he did. We need
to act fast, and letting him know will only tip our hand,” the Displaced says.
“So, what should I do?” I ask.
“Prepare for a fall.”
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Chapter 13

Astra
I expect some sort of confrontation after what Ryan and I saw together. I want to
talk about the videos—my memories—but I find no partner in Ryan. He has fallen silent,
the picture of professionalism. Maybe he’s trying to withdraw to make the separation
easier—he’ll be gone in two days, after all—or maybe he’s spooked by what he saw in
my memories. But I can’t shake the impression that he’s hiding something from me.
He’s been absorbed in work all morning—something so deeply encrypted I can’t
figure it out. Ryan is decent at code, he has to be for his profession, but he isn’t at a level
where he can hide from me. Someone has to be helping him, and it’s my instinct to
assume the worst.
But why would he betray me, especially at this point? I’ll be gone soon, and if I
go down, so does he. We committed corporate espionage together—he's in too deep to
come out unscathed, and I don’t truly believe Ryan is so petty to report me in my final
days. But he’s doing something, and without any other information, my imagination
spirals. Especially when I catch the occasional glance my way. Mouth downcast, brows
furrowed, fast heartbeat. He’s nervous, but more than that, his eyes tell me he feels guilty.
But why would he feel newly guilty towards me? Is my past so shocking? It isn’t
to me, not after I have time to reflect on it. It isn’t really new information; just facts of
my existence brought into a visual spectrum. And if I'm all right with it—and I am, I have
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rendered everything down to the facts, and facts are everything—then what's his
problem? This was all decades ago, it hardly affects him in any new and surprising way.
Is there something wrong? I ask.
“Nothing’s wrong,” Ryan assures me. “I’ve been busy. New project.”
What kind of project. Tell me about it, I say.
Ryan shakes his head. “I can’t.”
You’ve never hidden your work from me before.
“Yes, but... it’s not just about me anymore. It’s... proprietary, now,” Ryan says.
I see. Proprietary. Not something to be shared with the equipment.
“I’m sorry,” Ryan says.
That at least, I believe. He’s always sorry. It’s fine.
“No, it’s... you don’t have to accept that so easily,” Ryan says. He seems
frustrated, but the way his eyes flicker to the left suggest he’s remembering something,
that the frustration isn’t directed at me at all.
And what do you suppose I do?
“Get angry at me? Press the subject? I don’t know.”
You’ve already stated you can’t tell me. Getting angry will not change that, and
I’m not capable of it.
“I wish you wouldn’t do that.”
Do what?
“Downplay your emotions. You’re not an android. You feel. You want things. I
know you do,” Ryan says.
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Feeling and wanting have never done me any good.
“You don’t know that!” Ryan says, standing up and approaching me.
What has wanting gotten me? All I have ahead are a few more weeks of silence
and then the incinerator. It never would have occurred to me to wish for more if Ryan
hadn’t given me a glimpse. You can’t long for something you’ve never known. I think I
would know better than you.
“Then what was the point of all this? All our talks, games, exposures to the
outside? Don’t you want—” He stops.
Want what? The talks and presents had been a diversion for the both of us. What
purpose is there in considering further than that? I have no means to obtain more than
what I have in this room. But I find myself eagerly anticipating his answer.
But Ryan seems to deflate at the question, eyes shuttering as he looks away from
me. “No, I’m sorry. You’re right. It doesn’t matter.”
I see. I feel a soft ache in my chest. Never since I met Ryan have I been so acutely
aware of disappointment
It isn’t until a week later—our last together—that I come to understand what
Ryan meant. The night initially progresses like any other. Ryan sits at his console quietly,
and I don’t bother trying to engage him. He’s leaving today, and I have given up on him.
Soon, I will be only a distant memory for him, and for me he will be nothing at all. The
knowledge pains me a little, but I won’t have much time to mourn.
But as the night goes on, I notice that I’m becoming drowsy. Unusual. Sleep
mode is regulated, and this isn’t the time to go offline. It has to be a sedative, introduced
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into my nutrition supplement, but there is no maintenance scheduled, and surely I would
know if my nutrition mixture is being altered.
I try to send Ryan an alert. There’s something wrong, but when I reach for the
Cortex, I find it beyond my grasp. My link is cut off. More than the inexplicable lethargy,
this frightens me. There has never been a time where I reached for information and there
was no answer. I’ve never been so blind.
I look up to find Ryan’s gaze. His expression is grim, determined, and
unsurprised. He approaches me slowly, places a hand on the glass as he watches my
struggles get weaker. It reminds me of another face, another time spent restrained, lost,
helpless.
I feel as I did then. Confused, frightened, betrayed. And then, just like that
operation many years ago, my world goes dark.

135
Chapter 14

Ryan
I tell myself it's for Astra’s own good when I sedate him. I’m saving him from
certain death. That has to make all of this worth it. But all the same, the look on his face
haunts me. The way his mouth crinkles with disappointment and anger right before his
expression shifts into unconsciousness. I wondered if this is how Dr. Schaefer felt before
putting him under for the operation. Maybe he thought that was also for Astra’s own
good.
But, moral implications notwithstanding, knocking Astra out is necessary. The
bio-scanners have to be convinced that he’s dead if I ever hope to get him out of here.
There wasn’t much time before we had to implement the plan. My promotion is
approaching, and if I leave this job my window to Astra will be shut forever. And I know
Astra is suspicious, and if he is eyes and ears to Solas, then corporate is suspicious too.
I try not to think that way, no matter what the Displaced had said. Astra is Astra,
not an unwitting spy, and it isn’t like more paranoia is going to help matters. I'm nervous
enough.
All the same, I have to be careful in everything I do, so as to not tip him off. I had
designed a Dummy program to act as Astra’s replacements while I disconnect him. It
won’t hold towards heavy scrutiny but should fool the security systems for a few hours.
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Video footage is being looped from several nights ago. I kept my habits strictly uniform
this past week, so I wouldn’t raise suspicion.
On my off hours, I read up on Wired bio-technology. Maria has a fairly good idea
of the biological components of the surgery and has grilled the procedure into me—
unfortunately, she can’t be here to perform it herself, too suspicious. For the
technological aspect, I’ve rigged up a homebrew Slate from spare parts I found in my
workshop so I can scour through blacklisted links to find a way to disconnect a Wired
safely. The security is better than my wrist module, though it seems clunky and strange to
hold technology in my hands.
Normally, a Wired is meant to stay in their amniotic tube for the whole of their
lives. If transport is necessary, the entire console is usually taken, not just the Wired.
They are viewed as a whole. If I'm not very, very careful, I could send Astra into shock.
Ideally, I would take several days to ease him out.
I don’t have days. I have six hours. And I will need every second.
I watch as the amniotic fluid drains as quickly as I dare. The alarms have all been
bypassed, courtesy of a helpful little virus Maria slipped to me. I wonder just how many
contacts she has and how she deeply she’s entrenched in criminal activity, but these are
questions for another time.
No longer suspended, Astra leans heavily against the reinforced tube, the wires
now the only things keeping him upright. The fluid and ring of light around the tube had
always given Astra an ethereal air. Now, with his hair sticking limply to his skull and his
face relaxed in forced sleep he seems small, wet, and vulnerable. I press a few buttons.
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The tube descends into the floor, and without anything to lean against, I rush to catch
Astra before he pitches forward.
I needn’t have worried. The wires keep him in place, and the way he hunches
makes him look like a puppet on strings, a simple, strange toy meant to frighten children
at a street fair.
I had poured over diagrams of the Wired neural matrix. Memorized the path of
every single wire. The disconnection has to be performed in a precise order, or else I
could send him into cardiac arrest, destroy his arteries, nick a lung. So much can go
wrong, but at least I'm familiar with the territory. The delicate nature of neural prosthetics
has prepared me for this, and the last six months has given me intimate insight on Astra’s
network. In many ways, I know his body better than I know my own. Never have I
worked under such high stakes, but if anyone can disconnect Astra, it's me. Of that point
at least, I’m certain.
I put on gloves, a mask, and spray my area with a disinfectant solution Maria gave
me. The smell is familiar, I’d spent my entire childhood with this smell. I worry that it’s
not enough, that there will be infection, but this is the best I can do. We are in a closed
off space, so the area should be mostly sterile.
I start small. There are outlier connections I can cut, starting at the hands and feet.
I have to pay close attention not to hit the veins or the little bones, but the network there
is at least uncomplicated. The arms and legs are next. I make small incisions, widening
the points of access, and inch by inch I pull out the wires. Some I can simply cut, other
strands I need to dislodge in long pieces. I can’t believe how many wires his body has
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been housing. So thin and delicate so as to not get in the way of his vital organs and
nervous system, but so strong. I have to change my gloves continuously as my hands
become slick with blood.
The base of the skull is last, connecting the spine and the brain. At this point,
these wires are the only thing still holding Astra up, but if I unwind them from the stem, I
can maneuver Astra to the floor. I lay him face down so I can have better access to the
port on his neck, and he looks so small. I’ve never noticed until now. Truly only skin and
bones, limbs as thin as a child’s. Completely at odds with the force of personality I know
he hides.
The last wires are a mesh that stretches from the base of his skull down to his
spine. So much delicate material here to damage. I’m using time I don’t have. There are
people outside waiting for me, but to rush through this procedure is out of the question.
I sever what I can, pull the intrusive wires out of his body as delicately as I can
manage. It isn’t easy, doing this alone, but his vitals are steady and I’m constantly
running internal scans with my homebrewed Slate, making sure that we’re in the clear.
I nearly collapse when the job is done, but I don’t. Astra is in my arms, so small,
so light. I have to get him out of here. I can only hope there are still people waiting for us
outside. I’ve nearly blown past my pickup window.
***
There are caverns under the Dome. Mostly they’re used for waste management.
The incinerator is down there, as well as the sewage and water treatment facility. It’s a
well-known secret that the Displaced use them to breach our walls, though no one has
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ever been able to figure out how. This is where they wait for me, ready to smuggle Astra
outside the city, but getting him there is entirely up to me.
Higher level officials are all chipped for security reasons, but maintenance
employees are a revolving door, so getting my hands on a keycard is fairly easy. No one
really wants to get near the garbage shoot. The Market doesn’t deal in quite as nasty stuff
as some of the test labs, but there are volatile chemicals used for cleaning and food
preservation, and while nutritional supplements have a long shelf life, when they go bad
the smell is not pleasant. From there, waste is sorted and disposed of. I’m going to have
to get Astra down this shoot safely and pray that people will be waiting for us on the
other side.
Overnight shift also works in my favor. Not many people around, and the ones
who work are hardly the most attentive. I’m supposed to implement this plan at four in
the morning, but my delay means that it’s only an hour before dawn. The store is quiet,
not many shoppers or personnel as I make my trek to the garbage room. I had placed
Astra, as gently as possible, in a bin used for chemical waste that was cleaned and
prepped for this purpose. A few people glance my way, but they give me a wide berth
when they see my cargo until I get to the security gate.
Here will be the real challenge. Even the garbage from Solas is considered
intellectual property. It isn’t a huge priority, especially in the retail side of things, but
there will be a degree of scrutiny, which is why the drugging was so necessary. There
can’t be any hint of life signs when I send Astra through the scanner.
“Good morning,” I say as I approach.
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The guard at the desk isn’t the one I’m used to. I’ve made bi-weekly visits to
waste disposal since I started this job and was expecting the same gangly woman with
tired, disinterested eyes, usually with her nose deep in a novel. But this guy is new,
youngish, with freckles and a shock of copper hair. Why has the guard been changed?
Has Corporate sent him to capture me? He grins when I approach, and I feel sweat at the
back of my neck.
“Morning? I guess it is. I’m still getting used to that. I haven’t been on this shift
long. My hours are all mixed up,” the guard says. His cheerfulness is off putting. I’m not
used to chatter during this process. “What brings you here?”
I wonder if this is a test, if he’s trying to catch me in a lie. “I have some biological
waste to dispose of,” I say, nodding at my bin.
The guard wrinkles his nose. “They leave you to clean the shit? Nasty business
that. As if working overnights wasn’t enough of a pain.”
I shrug, trying to look disaffected, but I’m hyper aware of the time that’s passing.
Why is he talking to me? Is he buying time? “It has its advantages. I like the quiet.” If
he’s merely making conversation, I hope he gets the hint.
“Not me. I’m a people person. It gets lonely in this little corner.”
I nod. “Yeah, I’m sure. Should I just run this through then?” I ask, gesturing to
my crate.
“Oh, yeah. Just put it on the belt. As long as you’re not carrying anything
radioactive and everything that’s dead stays dead, you should be fine.” The guard laughs.
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I force a chuckle, but my mind is racing. Was he merely making a harmless joke,
or does he know I have a body in this crate? Is he making a wry comment before taking
me down? But the guard remains relaxed. If he knows more, he’s not acting on it yet. I
have no choice but to keep moving forward.
Waste bins are generally heavy, so there is a machine that lifts and places them
into the scanner. I repress a wince at the way the mechanism rattles, fearing for Astra’s
delicate bones. The machine’s meant to be gentle, just in case the substances being
handled are volatile, but like everything else in the Market, our set up is old and outdated.
I pray the cushioning I prepped the canister with is enough to keep Astra secure.
The guard looks over the scanner. Thankfully it doesn’t show a clear picture of
what we’re dealing with. To dispose of a Wired unit would require producing paperwork
I don’t have. The machine buzzes for a while. It seems to take longer than it should. I
worry for a moment, but the security guard doesn’t give anything away. He persists in
talking to me about the weather, the way specialty food prices are skyrocketing, and
about some stream show I don’t catch the name of but seems to be some kind of singing
competition. Finally, then there’s a beep, and the door to the trash chute clicks open for
me.
Normally, the whole trash system would’ve been automated, but since Market
technology’s so outdated, and since it wouldn’t do for any mistakes to be made when
processing chemicals, a maintenance worker accompanies the bins when they’re being
processed to ensure no leaks occur. The security waves me through, and I step into the
trash room.
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“Have a good night—or morning, I guess. Have a good morning,” he calls to me.
I smile and nod as the door shuts behind me.
I still can’t be sure he isn’t calling his superiors as I’m cloistered in this room, but
the security guard is the least of my problems. Waste management is a complex process.
Everything is recycled if possible. Materials are stripped down to base components to be
reformed into something new. Even organics are redistributed as fertilizer or new food
products. If something’s degraded beyond repair, then it’s brought to the incinerator.
Hazardous waste falls into that category. The place is a minefield, and if I’m not careful
Astra will be pulled apart and set aflame.
The incinerator is my answer. If I manage to get the heat off, there are vents to the
outside to release the hot air. I just need to somehow get to the bottom safely without
being crushed to death and then to climb out before the flames come back and kill us. I
can do this. I can... probably do this.
There is an emergency shut off protocol just in case a foreign object gets inside
the incinerator. Some of this waste’s not meant to burn. This will create an alert, will
draw drones and other workers to unclog the system. Drones I can fool. Their scanners
are basic, and they have a hard time telling items apart, which is why garbage
management is still largely a human operation. But people will be a harder sell, which is
why we’re going via incinerator rather than sorting. It’s the only process that is entirely
automated, rightly so considering how dangerous it is.
First, I have to disconnect the magnets that are attaching Astra to the machine.
This is the easy part, just a simple set of commands. I put the mechanism on manual. So
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far, so good. I pull Astra out of the canister, along with all the padding I have packed in
there. We’ll need it. The drop to the incinerator is a long way down. Luckily, the shock
absorbent padding is specially treated and should even hold up against the heat of the
incinerator for a few minutes. I open the shaft, taking in the long slide down and out of
sight. I picture Astra as a pile of broken bones at the bottom. The slant is gentle enough
that with the padding cutting through the friction and absorbing our fall, safety is
possible, but it’ll still be a heart wrenching ride.
I don’t have much time to contemplate the drop. The guard will be expecting me
out of the trash room, eventually. I can’t risk him becoming suspicious—assuming he
wasn’t already.
I take out the drive with a similar Dummy program that I used to pull out Astra.
This time its only purpose is to convince the machine a foreign object has entered the
incinerator, which is about to come true. There’s a gentle beeping that I know is being
sent through a series of security checks. I can hear the incinerator groan from rapid
cooling. I crawl into the shaft, pulling Astra into my arms and arranging him in my lap as
I create a nest of insulation around us. The chute spreads out before me, a long silver hill
that ends in darkness. I’m shaking, my palms beading with sweat. But Astra is a light
warmth against me, the gentlest of weights. He needs me to get him through this. No
turning back now. I push off.
I try to slow our descent, stretching my limbs out as much as I can while still
curling around Astra to keep him from slipping away, but the speed feels breakneck. I’m
lightheaded from the inertia, and even through the insulation blanket, I can feel the heat
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of the incinerator, and my arms burn from the friction. By the time we emerge I’m
bruised, the skin on my arms and legs are nearly rubbed raw, but I’m intact. I shift Astra
onto my back. The protective bag has belts that I use to secure him to me. I have to keep
going. We have, at best, two minutes to get out of here.
The incinerator may have been smooth once, with sleek walls impossible to
climb, but time has long since caked on foot and hand holds of gritty debris. I’m not a
climber, and I have Astra on my back besides, but it will have to be enough.
The climb is difficult, my arms and legs have not regained their strength. I think I
might be bleeding—I nearly slip because my hands are slick—but I can’t stop. There’s no
time for caution, to consider the best places to secure my footing. Adrenaline spurs me
on, getting me to the next hold before the previous can crumble under my weight. My
skin is burning, but I barely notice. I only think of the next step.
I emerge, not to daylight, but the cool, damp smell of earth is nearly as
welcoming. I climb out and am rewarded with a drop. There’s a second of free fall.
Through some miracle, I manage to twist my body—despite the belts constricting me—to
curl around Astra myself around Astra to protect him from the impact.
My landing is softer than expected. Still painful, but not conducive to broken
bones. Blankets and soft padding, which combined with my shock absorption blanket,
save us from imminent demise. I’m on a sort of cushion, and it looks so out of place on
the rough stone floor that it takes me a moment to process it.
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"I was losing hope you were ever going to show up,” he—I think it’s a he—says.
The voice sounds different than the first person I talked to. Maria is also there, wearing a
thick cloak, I almost think she’s another Displaced.
“Thank the stars. I thought they caught you,” she says, rushing over to me with a
hug. I wince as she brushes against my wounds, and she immediately switches to medic
mode, gingerly examining my chafed skin and burns.
“These need treatment,” she says. “They could get infected.
“No time,” the Displaced says. “We need to go.”
“Wait,” I say, glancing behind me. I’m burned, bruised, and tired, but for a
moment, all I can think about is what I’m leaving behind. I can see the vent of the
incinerator if I squint. I’ve never been outside the Dome before, and now I’m underneath
it. The foundation is considerably less impressive. The walls of the caverns are crudely
carved, manmade, before we had the finesse of machines, and it smells faintly of metal
and ozone. Is this the future ahead of me?
“We can’t wait. Our window is closing. We have an exit through the water
treatment plant, but we have to get there before this place goes on lockdown.”
In my head, I had known there would be no going back after this, but some part,
deep down, hadn’t truly accepted what that meant. That I couldn’t just drop Astra off and
go back to my life. Not unchanged of course. Maybe I would fix the system from within,
raise awareness. But that’s a pipe dream, and while I’m already longing for home, there’s
no way I can leave Astra behind. These people don’t know him, don’t care about him.
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I’m the only one he has, and now the same holds true for me. If I'm doing this, I'm going
all the way, even if it means leaving everything behind.
I heave in a breath. “Okay, let’s go.”
“Good, because the hard part starts now.”
I unzip part of the bag to reveal Astra’s face before gently returning him to my
back. When he wakes up, I don’t want him to be in the dark. He weighs next to nothing,
and not for the first time my stomach clenches in sympathy. The first thing I’ll introduce
him to when he’s ready will be solid food.
Our guide directs us down a tunnel, and not a moment too soon as security
officials appear from the service entrance.
“Shit, that was fast. When you said you had the facility side covered, we were
expecting you to have more of a plan than: dump yourselves out of the garbage shoot.”
I shrug. “It was the only way. No one wants to deal with the trash.”
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Chapter 15

Astra
I come back to myself slowly. There has only been a handful of times in recent
years when I’ve been completely knocked out, so the concept of waking up is strange to
me. I automatically reach out, seeking connections and a network that isn’t there. Why
isn’t it there?
My nose itches. It’s brushing against something rough and grainy. I smell—what
do I smell? How do I smell? It smells like more than I can categorize. Every time I
breathe in—feel the air enter my lungs and carbon dioxide wheeze out, not liquid, not
bubbles—something new comes to my attention. Something sour and damp, like a thin
layer of water coating my nose and leaving no trace. I’m reminded of the geode Ryan
showed me, smooth, porous exterior with a cracked, shining interior. It smells the way
that geode looked. Brown and smooth with a note of something sharp. And there’s
something else, something separate. Metallic and salty and warm. It’s nearest to me, and I
focus on that. Let it center me so I can focus. There’s so much more.
A dull ache vibrates through my body, my limbs tender for reasons unknown—
and I can feel them. My arms, legs, ten fingers, ten toes. I feel cold and itchy and
strangely hollow. And that’s when it truly hits me. There are no wires. There’s only
blood and muscle and bone under my skin. And I can feel—the tacky antiseptic on what
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must be open wounds, the rough and grainy texture is fabric. Clothes. When did I last
wear clothes?
I’m being jostled, a bumpy ride, an unsteady gait—I can hear several sets of
footsteps and soft splashing noises. I’m being carried, my destination unknown. My body
is too weak to fight it, and my heart races. I know because it’s beating against my chest—
I can hear it, feel the blood pulse in my eardrums—though there are no alerts in my head,
no monitors tracking its progress. Is this termination? Am I being taken to the
incinerator? But I thought I had more time; thought I’d get more warning. I’m not
prepared. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die.
Opening my eyes is a struggle. It’s dark. It takes a moment—too long—for my
eyes to adjust. I’m half convinced I’ve gone blind, but when things come into focus
everything looks wrong. The focus is too sharp—but not the clarity of camera lenses.
Somewhere in between, and I realize that there's no filter, no fluid or layers of glass to
bend the images before me. Rough, uneven walls and several dim, focused paths of light.
And right in front of me, a head so close I can make out individual strands of hair.
Brown, cowlicks that I recognize. For a moment, I relax, simply relieved to see
something familiar. But then I remember his approach, his guilty face, the sedatives. I’m
being carried on his back. He’s taking me somewhere. Where is he taking me? I kick my
heels against his sides. Put me down, put me down, put me down.
“Stop wiggling!” Ryan says. “You’ll fall.”
“Y—! Yu—hmm!” I’m very aware of how my tongue sits in my mouth, thick and
awkward. I haven’t spoken with my voice in years. I struggle to remember how it’s done.
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My larynx should be undamaged, the problem isn’t biological. It’s me. My mouth and
tongue can’t work together to make the correct sounds. I don’t know how. I automatically
reach for text messages, but I’m disconnected from words as well as movement. I manage
to lift my hands to weakly beat against Ryan’s shoulders.
“I’m sorry that I drugged you, but it was the only way to get you out of there.”
Get me out of what? What’s going on? I hate that I can’t ask. I run a finger
against Ryan’s neck, strokes slow and deliberate as I create one word. Why? There’s no
answer. He doesn’t understand. I repeat the gesture, slowly spelling out the letters. Why?
Why? Why?
“Wuh,” I croak. It hurts to push the sounds through my throat, but I’m getting
frantic, spelling the letters, tapping against his skin. My eyes sting, vision blurring.
Should they be doing that? Am I leaking? “Whu-ee?”
“Why?” Ryan says. Finally, finally comprehending. “You want to know why?”
I nod against his neck. The metal salt smell is coming from him, I realize. His
skin is damp—sweat—and I can see down the collar of his shirt, a landscape of brown
skin and antiseptic lacquer bleeding red. Is he injured?
“I wanted to help you,” Ryan says. “But I couldn’t explain. It would’ve risked
tipping off security.”
I shake my head firmly. That isn’t the question I’m asking, at least not at the
moment. I repeat the strokes, hoping now he’ll make the connection. Why?
“You know why,” Ryan says.
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Why? If I’m going to go any further—not that I have much choice—I need to hear
the words.
“I care about you, that’s why. I couldn’t just let you die,” Ryan says. The grip
around my ankles tightens by a margin. “Isn’t that enough?”
No, it isn’t enough. It may never be enough to uproot me like this, take things
completely out of my control. Everything is new. New sights, new smells, new air
through my lungs. I have no information, no voice to ask with or express my frustration.
Ryan is my own point of contact. The greatest of nightmares has surely been paved with
a foundation of care. The reassurance that there is care offers some comfort, but the ache
in my muscles, the sluggishness of the limbs that I hadn’t gotten to choose, make anger
tighten in my chest. I pound another weak fist against Ryan’s shoulder. It’s all I can do.
“If he’s awake, I should look him over. And refresh the antiseptic lacquer on your
burns while I’m at it.”
I look over and see Maria. She looks strange, dressed all in black and shouldering
a mid-sized grey bag. I’m surprised to see her, but not as much as the person on the other
side of her.
A Desert Displaced, judging by the state of dress. I’d looked up their group before,
curious about a world beyond the Cortex’s reach, but I could only find rumors. There's
nothing concrete about their lifestyle or how they survive the desert’s harsh climates.
Only gruesome stories of mythic proportions.

151
“We don’t have much time to lick our wounds,” the Displaced says. Their voice is
low, perhaps fearing it will bounce off the—cave? It looks like a cave, or maybe a
cavern—and carry. “Solas Enforcers can’t be too far behind.”
Enforcers? Are we being chased? Am I being stolen?
“I can make it fast,” Maria says. “Ryan’s wounds could get infected if they’re not
coated regularly, and Astra just got out of surgery. All this moving around isn’t good for
him. I need to give him a physical.”
I hate that everyone around me understands what’s going on better than me. I’ve
just gotten out of surgery—a surgery I didn’t know about, didn’t agree too. My wires are
gone. I can almost feel the empty spaces that they left behind.
The Displaced is reluctant to stop, but Maria’s back is squared, mouth set. She’s
determined, and they nod. Ryan sets me gently down next to a wall. It’s cold, everything
is cold, rough, and damp. There’s a small stream of water pooling in the center of the
cavern, overflowing in little trickles even in our little side walkway. This is the fetid
smell I caught earlier. It’s stronger closer to the ground. Ryan tries to find a dry spot for
me, but my backside is damp in seconds.
“All right, Astra,” Maria says. She digs into her bag and pulls out a little light.
“I’m going to check your pupils okay? Follow the light.”
She walks me through everything she does as she checks eye dilation, reflexes,
runs her hands over my arms and legs to check the muscle development. I can’t gauge if
her results are good or bad, her face is impassive—and I’m used to reading faces. Perhaps
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if my eyes were able to zoom in like they used to, if I could monitor heart rate, sweat,
pupil dilation, I would be able to know what she’s feeling. But my senses are stunted.
“Your diagnosis is good, considering,” Maria tells me. “You’re responding to
stimuli normally; your pulse and respiratory rate are at acceptable levels. You don’t seem
to be in immediate danger.”
Does that mean that the deep ache I feel is normal? Am I going to have to feel
sore, tired, and weak all the time? I don’t know what’s normal, and I can’t ask. But other
people don’t have to be carried around like baggage, too weak to be supported by their
own limbs, so it’s probably not a typical condition.
“Your exit wounds look okay, but let’s spray you with another layer of
antiseptic,” Maria says.
My body is pockmarked with holes, the only trace the wires have left. The
antiseptic stings and leaves a shiny coat that will protect the sores against infection. As
she works, I take stock of my surroundings. Now that I’m calmer, I can take in more
details. After being exposed to labs and technology my entire life, mostly confined to a
single room, I’m surprised by the size of the cavern. The walls are stone, rough and
uneven, and studded with bioluminescent rocks. I never thought I would see anything like
this with my own eyes. Not synthetic, but mineral, even the light. It’s like a myth given
form.
“Okay, Ryan. Your turn.”
Ryan is reluctant. He has to practically strip to his underwear so that Maria can
get to his injuries. It’s a ghastly sight. Red and purple skin, puckered, shiny, and
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bleeding. I remember reading about blood, how when it combines with oxygen the iron
within starts to oxidize, creating a metallic scent. This was what I was smelling earlier.
“They’re not serious,” Maria tells him. “It looks worse than it is. The wounds are
mostly superficial. As long as they’re kept clean, you should be fine.”
Ryan nods, grimacing when Maria puts another layer of antiseptic on. He got
these wounds for me. That’s not my fault. I didn’t ask him to. Why would he go through
this?
I care for you. That's what Ryan told me. But what does that mean?
My head perks up. I hear something. Soft splashes in the distance. Footsteps,
many footsteps. “People are coming,” I say.
“I don’t hear anything,” Ryan says.
“No, he’s right. Footsteps, and they’re getting closer. We have to leave,” the
Displaced says, and I’m hoisted onto Ryan’s back.
The rancid smell is getting stronger, the rotting current edging out the smell of
earth. This seems to directly correlate with the water getting deeper. I’m vindictively
satisfied and amused when Ryan is forced to wade ankle deep into murky water. It isn’t
hard to guess what it primarily consists of. At least there are some benefits to being
carried.
It’s a good thing Maria renewed the antiseptic barrier on our wounds, because my
height advantage doesn’t last. The water begins to get deeper and deeper, reaching up to
Ryan’s waist and submerging my legs in sewage. Our companion, who had eventually
introduced himself as Sam, pauses, producing a pack from underneath his cloak. Inside
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are goggles and breathing masks that match his. The goggles put everything in a grey tint,
and I’m immediately reminded of my pod.
“From here, we’re going to have to swim.”
Ryan shifts his stance uneasily. “I don’t really... swim.” It's not surprising.
Harmony is in the middle of the desert. There’s not much water to swim in. There is a
single community pool and getting access to it is expensive.
“You don’t know how?”
“We know how,” Maria says. “We used to go to the pool once a year on my
birthday. It’s just been a long time.”
"Well, you’d be surprised how easy it is to remember when your life depends on
it,” Sam says.
My limbs are rearranged, buckles are tightened around me as I’m pulled flush
against Ryan’s back. I feel like a ragdoll, immobile and useless. Regardless of whether
I'm inside or outside the system, my fate depends on other people.
The water is thick and viscous, even through the protection of our blankets and
cloaks. I'm familiar with human waste, but the process had always been involuntary for
me, not something I generally took note of. How inefficient a human body is, consuming
so much only to deposit it in a lesser state. Most of this will be recycled into fertilizer or
food blocks. The idea of solid food has always seemed odd to me, despite Ryan’s
assurances that it's superior to my supplements. Looking at this muck makes me question
that even more.
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Ryan’s a clumsy swimmer, movements sluggish and uncoordinated from
inexperience, but true to Sam’s words, he gets the hang of it quickly enough. Maria
proves to be surprisingly adept in the water. Perhaps she’s simply more naturally athletic
than Ryan.
But the filthy river is miles long, and he is unused to this physical exertion. I can
feel his movements slow, falling behind Sam and Maria as he struggles to against the
current. There is no place to stop and readjust, not when we don’t know what’s pursuing
us. It’s inevitable that Ryan falters, slightly. For a moment, it feels like we’re slipping
into the depths.
Liquid all around me, filling me up. Breathe, they’re telling me. It’s safe, just
breathe. But I can’t. I can’t.
I panic, my arms tightening around Ryan’s neck, flailing. But I can’t get away.
I’m tied down, so I pull him with me. My hands are scrabbling at the belt loops that keep
us together. I have to get free. But I can’t find purchase. I have no strength in my fingers,
no dexterity to my movements. Ryan fights to keep us steady, tries to break to the
surface, but fighting with me causes him to knock in a cave wall. His mask cracks, water
seeping in.
I feel hands wrapping around the both of us, grip punishingly tight. I can’t get out.
It’s Sam, and with several strong strokes, he hoists us up to the surface. I can see the end
of the tunnel. Finally, at the end of the cave. Sam drags us to dry land, Maria helping to
pull us up. I’m pulled off Ryan as Maria scrambles to attend to him. I see the sun for the
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first time in my life, but I’m unable to enjoy it. Ryan is unconscious. He took in too much
water.
I crawl over, settling beside Maria, practically draping myself over Ryan’s legs.
My skin is too sensitive, scraping and tearing against the coarse sand, but it doesn’t
matter. Maria’s pulled off Ryan’s mask, so I take off mine as well—I don’t want to see
him through shades of grey. He’s so pale, so still, missing the telltale rise and fall of
breath. My fault. I dragged him down. I’ve killed him.
Maria is doing chest compressions, trying to force water out of his lungs. But it’s
not working. Ryan remains motionless. He has to wake up. This can’t be the end. I have
so much I need to say to him.
“Come on!” Maria says. “Ryan, come on!” She has taken off her mask, and I can
see the tears welling in her eyes.
I look over to Sam. He hasn’t moved. He’s just watching Ryan die.
He can’t leave me. He’s gotten me into this, and he still hasn’t explained why. He
doesn’t get to opt out now. He can’t leave me alone.
I place my arms on his chest, next to Maria’s. But if Maria’s steady compressions
are useless, what can I do? But my arms are weak and as thin as a child’s. I can’t press
hard enough to relieve his lungs. Maria is faltering, finally burying her head in her arms,
sobbing helplessly.
I put my head on Ryan’s chest, listening for a heart that won’t beat. My
concentration is intense, everything is sharp, in electric focus. I can practically hear the
water clogging his airflow, can feel it as it runs through him. It’s like the Cortex, just a
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stream that needs to be directed through the correct channels. Not data, but water, not
wires, but lungs and trachea. I can tell it where to go. I close my eyes, feeling for the pool
of water and mucus bubbling in Ryan’s lungs, immersing my consciousness with the
flow, and I push.
Ryan coughs, acrid water spilling out of his mouth, and he groans. “Gonna be
tasting that for a month.”
I want to embrace him, to feel his warmth in my arms and know he’s still there,
but I don’t have the energy. I lie there for a moment and hope my relief is conveyed in
the pressure.
Ryan touches my face, and his hand comes back bloody. “Your nose is bleeding.”
He sounds concerned, and I should be too, but at the moment all I want to do is
sleep. And besides, nosebleeds are familiar. Lean forward and breathe through your
mouth.
The outside world is nothing like Ryan promised. His stories always made it
sound beautiful and warm. But the sand sticks to my filth encrusted skin, the sunlight is
hot, filtered through a thick haze that makes me cough weakly. The air itself feels gritty,
full of sand and other particulates. It hurts to breathe. I’m beginning to understand the
need for cloaks and gas masks.
Sam stands up, stretching and he glances towards me. “Welcome to the real
world.” Somehow, I can tell that he’s grinning.
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Chapter 16

Ryan
What Sam refers to as the “real world”—the world outside the Dome—is hot and
dusty. I knew this on an intellectual level. I’ve lived within a desert my whole life. I
know the environmental conditions, but it comes into stark reality when you feel that
scorching, late afternoon sun on your neck. The desert is a wide expanse of nothing. Just
rocks and hills of grey sand that blows constantly, making it difficult to see. There is
never a moment when the sand isn’t moving. It’s merely a matter of intensity. Sometimes
the wind is minor, but often it’s punishing, whipping the sand at such speeds to tear at
your flesh. Fortunately, we emerged from the sewer in temperate weather.
Sam passes us fresh masks and cloaks—and it’s a relief to change out of our
soaked and stinking sewer refuse. We dry out almost immediately, and the smell is nearly
a physical presence.
There’s a sand sail waiting for us outside. I’ve never seen one in person, but I've
read about them. A small, canoe-like vehicle with a reflective sail. It’s supposed to be
powered through a combination of solar energy and the magnetic properties in the sand to
allow it to hover. There’s some kind of compass attached to the hull, but the symbols are
strange to me. With all the magnetic interference, it can’t be for finding north, so I’m not
sure how it assists with navigation.
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I’m worried about Astra. Since we emerged from the sewer, he’s been dead
asleep, and no matter how many times his body shifts during travel, he doesn’t stir. I
know he’s been through a lot in the last twelve bells, but he seemed strong up until now.
Maria said he was healthy—at least relative to his circumstances. Did I do something
wrong? Is he suffering some late onset repercussions from the extraction process?
“Should we wake him up?” I ask Maria, concerned about a possible concussion. I
don’t recall him hitting his head, but in all the confusion it’s certainly possible. The idea
of him slipping away without waking up is terrifying.
“I don’t see any evidence of a head injury,” Maria says. “It’s difficult to know
without doing a brain scan but—”
Sam snorts. “I doubt you’d be able to rouse him anyway. He’s dealing with a lot
right now, it’s better to just let him rest. If I could sleep through this bit, I would.”
The trek is unpleasant to say the least. The sand settles around us, mixing with
smog in a thick haze. Without protection, the air is poisonous, toxic as well as corrosive. I
don’t know how Sam knows his way when I can scarcely see two feet ahead. We drink
sparingly. I have to massage Astra’s throat muscles to ease the water’s passage.
“How far is it?” I ask.
“A little farther,” Sam answers every time.
Eventually he lets us stop to sleep, settling down against a rock formation that
offers some protection from the biting, scorching wind.
“Now that we’ve got some distance, it’s better we rest while the sun’s high. We’ll
start traveling again upon nightfall.”
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Sam starts setting up a little tent that poofs up with a jerk of his wrists. It seems
flimsy in my eyes, but the fact that it holds steady on a foundation of sand suggests
there’s more to it than simple canvas. I put my arms under Astra’s shoulders and knees,
planning on lifting him from the sand sail, and it’s then that he at last begins to stir. I’m
quick to put him down, instead reaching out to hold his too warm hand. “Astra, how are
you feeling?”
His eyes open a crack, dry lips moving, but no words come out. For a moment, he
simply stares, no recognition.
Shit, he’s delirious. “It’s Ryan. Do you remember Ryan?”
Air blows out of Astra’s mouth, but only a groan emerges. His nose wrinkles. He
pulls his hand from mine, seeming to curl into himself in his frustration.
“Here.” Sam passes something into my hands. A Slate with a small keyboard.
Astra reaches for it immediately, craning upward with more strength than his
body’s currently capable of. I pull him into my lap to support him and hand him the slate.
His fingers just barely manage to curl around it, and he types slowly. The machine
responds, an automated voice speaking the words.
“You said there would be flowers.”
I did, didn’t I? I’d spun a fairy tale about fields of green and flora. I don’t even
remember why. Perhaps because some part of me wanted it to be true.
Sam laughs. “He lied.”
I’m laughing too, relief and exhaustion creating a sort of drunken euphoria.
“Sorry.”
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“Don’t be. I rarely believe what you tell me.”
Astra’s body radiates heat like the furnace we so narrowly escaped. I can’t tell if
that’s from the sun or if it’s an actual fever, and for the first time I wish that I’d paid
more attention to those mandatory medical courses I took in college. Maybe my parents
were right all along. I should have become a doctor. But thinking about my parents
makes me think about home. I want to believe that I’ll see Harmony again. This exile
can’t last forever. Once Astra is out of danger, maybe I’ll be able to go back. The world
needs to know the truth about the Wired. This system can’t continue, and I’m sure that if
people knew the suffering it is built on, we can change for the better. But that’s thinking
too far ahead when I need to be focused on what’s in front of me, so I push the thought
aside.
“You said you would explain,” Astra says. The electronic voice crackles. I think
the voice is meant to be feminine, but the distortion gives it an odd, echoey quality the
renders the audio androgynous.
I don’t want to explain, not when I can see Astra’s eyes are fever bright, even
behind his goggles, and Sam sits just a few meters away, not bothering to hide his
curiosity. I suppose you don’t have to when most of your features are covered. But there
will never be a good time for this.
“When I found out that you were getting decommissioned, I knew I couldn’t let
that happen. I didn’t have much time to act, so I asked Maria to get me in contact with the
Displaced. They helped me get you out and agreed to offer us shelter,” I say at last.
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“That’s where we’re going now. The Displaced have a refuge that protects them from the
desert. You’ll be able to heal there.”
“You drugged me.”
Astra’s keystrokes are harsh, accusatory in a way that the mechanical voice can’t
pick up.
“I had to! We were exposed. Solas had been watching us ever since we looked at
your memory files. Probably even before then. If I had told you while you were still
hooked into the Cortex, you would’ve given us away. I did it to keep you safe.”
“And am I safe, Ryan?”
A desert wasteland, a guide I just met but am forced to trust, a desert sanctuary of
an unknown location. I don’t know if we’re safe, can’t promise any of that but—
“Whatever this is, whatever I got us into, it has to be better than dying. You didn’t want
to stay, did you?”
“No! I-I just... you didn’t ask.”
“I just told you, I couldn’t have asked. I had to act. There was no other choice.”
“But you still had a choice! You took that from me! Just like—”
He doesn’t finish. He doesn’t need to. Like the scientists that experimented on
him, the machine that regulated every aspect of his life, the technicians that monitored
him day in and day out. “Don’t compare me to them. Please.”
This has to be better. It has to be. I only did what I had to do. “I was just trying to
help,” I say at last, shoulders slumping. “I’m sorry.”
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Astra sighs. It comes out as a soft, raspy wheeze. “For my entire life, people have
made decisions for me. Like you, they did what they thought was best. But you are the
first person to ever apologize for it. I don’t know if that makes me forgive you, but it does
make you different.”
I’m not sure what that means, this bleak acceptance without true absolution.
Slowly, carefully, I reach once again for Astra’s hand. He watches without moving away.
Encouraged, I give his hand a squeeze, though his fingers feel like bones and nothing
else. “I am sorry. I wasn’t trying to take the choice out of your hands. I would never want
that.”
Astra regards the intertwining of our fingers like they’re a sample on a petri
dish—a focused interest as he flexes his fingers experimentally against mine. His other
hand types on his Slate, seemingly having memorized the key placements. “But if we do
this, we do it together. You can’t die. You... it was close back there. You almost drowned.
I didn’t hear a heartbeat.”
With effort, Astra sits up, leaning against my chest so he can direct a look at Sam.
I’m used to tracking Astra’s micro expressions, and even through the face mask, the way
his eyes narrow is the angriest I've ever seen him. “And who are you?”
“A guide, your only way through the desert. My people have a shelter, the only
place in 300 miles that’s safe outside the Dome,” Sam says. “I’ve promised to take you
there, and I’ll see it through.”
“You just sat there while Ryan was dying. You didn’t even try to help him.”
Sam shrugs. “You seemed to have the situation well in hand.”
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I glance down at Astra. “What does he mean? Did you do something?”
“He pushed the water out of your lungs and restarted your heart with nothing
more than his mind and force of will. Is it any wonder that he needed a nap afterwards?”
I look down at Astra, but he won’t meet my gaze. “That’s impossible,” I say.
“Sure, it is,” Sam says. “What did you think was running your all powerful
system? There’s a reason why the human mind is a power source. But not just any mind.
It takes a very special stock.”
I shouldn’t be as surprised as I am. Prosthetics run on similar principles, after all.
A connection of nerve endings, electrodes, and neural pathways so that the limb can be
propelled with a thought. The way I had been taught, the brain perceives the system as an
extension of the body, running programs as if they were respiratory and circulatory
functions. But this, this is something else. To be able to actually restart a heart, to
navigate through the lungs to force out a quantity of water? These are complex functions
performed without wires or electrodes, just pure psionic power. I look down at Astra.
“Did you know about this?”
Astra closes his eyes, and for a moment I think he’s fallen asleep again, but his
hands begin to move. “I don’t know. I think... there were tests. I remember them. Move
the ball, draw a circle on the screen without using my hands. I thought it was normal.
Isn’t it normal?”
My stomach drops. I had always known the Wired were important. The backbone
to the system, our way of life, but this is so much more. Astra’s challenging the ideas of
what a human being is capable of. Solas is farming super humans and lying about it.
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“They’re never going to just let him go,” I say. I didn’t think Astra would be that
important. Not when Solas has faster, more efficient units at their disposal. But how can
Solas risk losing even a single unit? For all they knew, I was defecting to another
settlement, selling Astra’s genetic code to be duplicated. I could be creating an army of
Astras.
“Now you get why we’re so cautious here,” Sam says.
“Why take the risk at all?” I ask.
Sam is silent for several moments. I’m about to give up on the answer when he
finally speaks up. “We’ve been intrigued by the Wired for some time. We’ve had luck
transferring a few out of the city, but the first series? Who knows what kind of abilities
they had before the genetic techniques were perfected? We didn’t know if we’d ever get
another chance at on. Astra may be the last original unit left.”
Astra smiles. “So, I move from one cage to another.”
“We’re nothing like Solas!”
“Not now, but after a few years of study, maybe a bit of money and bloodshed?
We’ll see where you stand then.”
Sam falls quiet after that, instead opting to lay down, rolling to his side away from
us. “Get some rest. The sun will be down before you know it.”
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Chapter 17

Astra
I find myself sleeping more and more. Our journey rushes by in an indiscernible
blur—nothing more than pockets of consciousness and the steady hum of our sand sail.
Occasionally, we pause for meals so that the sail can recharge. I have to refamiliarize
myself with eating. The food is tasteless, simple squares of the necessary vitamins and
nutrients. It’s grainy on my tongue. Chewing is a strange sensation, moving the food
around in my mouth until it turns into manageable mush that can slide down my throat.
I'm not sure I like it, and I certainly don’t like what comes after. Figuring out the correct
pace requires trial and error. My stomach is still adjusting to solid food. We mix the
squares with water to try and make it go down easier, but my stomach often rejects it, and
I throw a large amount of the food back up. My mouth and throat burn with the acrid
taste of bile.
With the sleep comes the dreams. I never dreamt when I was Wired, Rest Mode
wasn’t deep enough. Mostly, the dreams are indiscernible images and voices I know but
don’t remember.
Ryan worries that I’m getting sick. After spending most of my life in carefully
controlled conditions, I doubt the strength of my immune system, but illness is difficult
for me to gauge. I’m weak, flushed, I ache all over, but I don’t know if that’s sickness or
merely the human condition. I never had to determine how I was feeling because there
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was always something, be it man or machine, that decided it for me. Maria gives me
regular physicals, checking my injuries and my condition. It’s her diligence that keeps the
exit wounds on my body and Ryan’s burns from getting infected. Every so often, she
gives me medicine—mostly mild painkillers and anti-inflammatories—but these must be
rationed.
Sam doesn’t say as much, but he’s worried too. He keeps glancing at me,
concerned that his investment is about to collapse, no doubt. The more time I spend with
him, the less I like him. He’s doesn’t really want to be here. He’s impatient, irritated with
this mission—probably forced on him by whoever is higher on the food chain—and
resents us all for being the reason why he’s out here. He’s competent enough at tracking
through the desert, so I’m not sure if the issue is me or just outsiders in general.
But when he’s not complaining or making pointed, caustic comments, he reminds
me of the researchers he claims to despise. He watches us all carefully, perhaps
convinced we are spies about to turn any moment, but the gaze is different when he looks
at me. With me the observation is intent, curious, like I’m a rare insect he’s
categorizing—interesting, if not particularly appealing. He’s even attempted to goad me
into exercises from time to time. Here, try to move this. What about that cactus? Can you
manipulate that cactus?
I do try to draw on the power that saved Ryan’s life, but I don’t know how to
connect to the environment around me. The Cortex had been like an extension of my
being. I knew it, understood it. Manipulating it was like breathing. But nothing on the
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outside is familiar to me. How do I move a cactus? What even is a cactus? I reach for it,
but it can’t reach back.
I feel like a parasite or a virus that is being rejected. My body is nothing more
than a dried-up husk. I’m useless. I can’t move, can barely communicate, everything
hurts. There’s a part of me that longs for the comfort of metal and wires. It was a life on
borrowed time. I’d always known the only thing between me and termination was being
beneath notice. And I didn’t want to die, but after seventy odd years—though it feels
simultaneously longer and shorter when your sense of time runs on the speed of data—I
had long come to terms with it. I had endless data, I had my cameras, and I had my own
sort of peace. I told myself it was enough.
But now I’ve been ripped from all that without warning, confined to a useless
sack of bones and skin. I don’t know how to live like this, suffocated by breath and
heartbeat and peripheral vision. I’m used to seeing everything at once, being everywhere
at once. And I want to see the world around me. I want to interact with it, to smell and
touch and walk on my own two feet. What’s the point of losing my world if I can’t access
this new one?
Ryan sees my frustration, is attempting to alleviate some of my limited capacity
with speech lessons during rest periods. My tongue won’t work correctly, and I find
conversation difficult to maintain at times without an encyclopedia of knowledge within
my mental fingertips. I don’t understand the concept of memory, never had to bother with
retaining anything because the information I needed had always been right there. Now
things fade with time, so progress feels slow. Everything feels slow.
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“Try again,” Ryan says. “Take your time. Do you need to go over the individual
sounds again? Here, it’ll be easier if you can watch my mouth.” He reaches up to pull off
his mask, but I stop him, curling my fingers around my wrist and shaking my head.
“It’ll be all right for a few seconds,” Ryan assures me.
I shake my head again. Exposing mouth and lungs to the sand can be dangerous
even in the small, hardy tent Sam has erected around us. My fingers twitch. I want to go
to my Slate, but I hate the high and tinny voice that it emits. I want my own voice. I don’t
recall ever having one before. I love to watch Ryan talk, and I want to hear what I sound
like, especially the name I’ve chosen. I feel like if I can just have this, maybe I can get
through the rest. “Asa.”
“Close. Let’s try again. Maybe we could try a sentence?”
Ryan is hardly a teacher, and I think I make a poor student—so stubborn and
angry—but I practice often. My vocal cords begin warming up to more frequent use, and
I force my tongue to become accustomed to the movement of sound. I’m not quite off the
Slate yet, but I’m managing more sentences on my own.
But that’s the only aspect of my condition that’s improving. Everything else is
only getting worse. By day three of our journey, my body is assaulted with nearly
constant shivers, even in the middle of the day. My stomach was never exactly a paragon
of stability, but it becomes ever more difficult for me to hold anything down. Sam grows
irritated at my dry retching, complaining about the waste of water.
I smile grimly. “Careful,” I say, my words slow and enunciated. “Be nice to
research.”

170
“If you have energy to be sarcastic, then you can’t be that bad off,” Ryan says,
though his shoulders are tight with worry. He rubs my back in soft, circular movements.
It’s a pleasant sensation, a nice distraction from the churning in my stomach.
I rest my head against the grains of sand. I had exposed my mouth in order to
vomit, and I’m reluctant to cover up again. The sand’s texture is interesting. The
individual grains are coarse—full of silica, rock, tiny slivers of glass—but smooth as a
greater whole. It had taken thousands of years for this sand to form, for wind to weather
larger minerals into tiny grains and create this desert. The sand is just starting to cool, and
it feels nice against my flushed skin. But not nice enough to let it shred my lungs. I turn
over onto my back, righting my face mask.
“I wish there was more I could do for you,” Maria says. “But I worry about how
you’re reacting to the drugs I have. You’re burning through what I give you too quickly,
probably because of the genetic modifications. And there's only so much I can do. I don’t
believe this is typical sickness. I’ve seen these symptoms before. You’re going through
withdrawal.”
"Yes,” I say. I had long suspected this as well.
“What exactly were you on back there?” Sam asks.
I glance at Ryan, who shrugs. “I don’t exactly know. Pain killers, nutritional
supplements, various stimulants. I administered them, so I have some idea, but the actual
dosages are developed by the pharmacological department. It's entirely possible the
cocktails included drugs above my clearance level.”
Sam looks at me. “You are just the gift that keeps on giving, aren’t you.”
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“Yes,” I say. “I’m delightful.” I punctuate this with a smiley face, which the
synthesized voice has trouble pronouncing. And then I’m forced back into the sand,
desperately heaving up what little is left in my stomach, unable to remove my mask in
time to allow the waste to escape.
Far be it from me to agree with Sam, but I have to admit he has a point. This body
truly is a gift that keeps on giving.
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Chapter 18

Ryan
Astra is sleeping too much. But not the deep, restful sleep of one who has
struggled and come out the other end. He twitches and shivers, no matter how hot it is,
how many blankets I cover him with. Often, I hear faint, raspy moans come from his
mouth.
Sometimes, the sand sail loses power, or the magnetic charge will be weak in a
certain area. Sam and Maria push it along—thankfully the raft is light—and I’ll have to
carry Astra on my back. The pressure of him against me, the feel of his nose against my
neck, his legs hooked around my hips, is a continual amazement. Astra is so solid, so
much more real than when he was a boy floating in water. I don’t think I ever imagined
him having weight.
“Ryan, am I broken?” he asks against my neck. His voice is getting stronger all
the time, his sentences more certain. It’s amazing how fast he’s picking up speech.
Already knowing the language certainly helps, but understanding and speaking are
different things. It’s as if there are still remnants of that supercomputer in his brain. Or
maybe his brain was the supercomputer all along.
“No,” I promise him. “You’re not broken.” I’ll say it as many times as he needs,
and I mean it.
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But he is sick. I can’t deny that. We’ve been going at a steady pace, alternating
between sailing and walking. But a week in the desert is hard on anyone, and Astra is in
the midst of withdrawal. He’s been having seizures, and the more time we spend out here,
the more they grow in frequency. The only thing I can do is hold him through it and keep
him from hurting himself. It’s not enough.
Part of me wants to blame the desert. It’s poison, unsupportable to human life.
The sun is punishing during the day, the wind frigid at night, and there’s little shelter to
save us from either. We have the tents, which help with the wind but do little to insulate
us. That’s not even getting into the sand. Of course, the desert is full of sand. I knew that,
but I didn’t understand, wasn’t prepared for the vast expanse of silica. It’s everywhere.
On the ground, in the air, inside my boots and cutting into my feet, within my lungs. The
filtration in my mask is insufficient, and I’m coughing constantly. Sam has little
sympathy for my plight.
“You’re used to stagnant air. Recycled stuff,” he says. “Your lungs are pampered.
They’ll adjust.”
If my lungs are pampered, Astra’s are infantile. I don’t know if he quite
understands how to breathe. I can hear the air rasp out of his lungs with every breath, as if
he’s constantly on the brink of drowning.
But that doesn’t stop him from being curious. He’s regularly running his hands
through the sand, reaching out to brush his fingers on the needles of a cactus. Often, he’ll
tilt his head towards the sky, though in my opinion there’s not much to see. Just murky
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clouds and smog. And I can never get him to stay in the tent for long unless he’s sleeping.
He still can’t really walk, but he can crawl.
“It’s not safe out here,” I tell him. “You should come inside.”
“The wind has calmed, and I’m wearing protection,” Astra says. “I’ve spent my
entire life inside. Let me stay here a while.” He pats the ground beside him. “Or join me.”
I take him up on the invitation, and Astra huddles against me, always shivering
even during the day. “I think I should be angrier with you,” Astra says. “I wish I could
be. I think I have the right.”
“So why aren’t you?” I ask. I’m overly conscious of his head on my shoulder, and
hesitantly I pull him closer to me. At first, I was careful with my touches, uncertain of
Astra’s boundaries, but he seems to like contact, drawn to touch like a plant to sunlight.
“No energy for it,” he says. “And maybe I don’t see the point. It happened. We
can’t go back.”
“Or maybe you’re saving it for later,” I suggest.
“Yeah, that seems right,” Astra agrees. “You better be on your guard..”
I laugh. “I’d rather you be angry at me then pretend that you feel nothing at all.”
Astra sighs. “I miss nothing, sometimes. It let me focus on other things. Now
everything is through a haze. Like trying to see stars through smog.” He raises an arm,
outstretching his fingers as if he could somehow part the clouds and reveal clear blue sky.
I put my hand on his neck, and he tilts back, almost nuzzling into it. “At least
there’s this.”

175
Astra turns his head in my palm and smiles. The skin is tight around his face,
stretched over gaunt cheeks, but it’s not something he ever did in the wires. Everything
had been in muscle twitches. He’s finally free to stretch. “I can feel your pulse,” he tells
me.
I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry, but I can’t spare the water to relieve it.
Astra’s face is very close to mine. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. It’s nice. I like it. Much better in person than on monitors.”
“A lot of things are better in person, Astra. I’m going to show you that,” I say.
“I hope that’s true. I hope this is all worth it. I’m curious about a lot of things.”
And here he quirks an eyebrow, his lips twitching in a small smile I can’t interpret. There
are parts of him I don’t know anymore. It’s as if he’s testing himself, feeling out his new
boundaries. It’s wonderful and terrifying all at once, and I wonder if it’s the same for
him.
“We should go back to the tent,” I say, shifting away. Astra is leaning on me so
heavily he nearly falls before I catch him. “The wind’s picking up. It’s not safe.”
Astra lets out an odd puff of air that I realize is a chuckle. “Yes, and you love
being safe, don’t you?”
***
Astra
After a long, slow trek through featureless desert—two weeks of walking and
sailing and shivering—I’m partly convinced that we’ll be making this trip forever, not
even dying, just aimlessly moving forward. I’m astonished when the desert parts, cutting
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into an enormous, craggy gorge. Perhaps it’s the bed of a river that has long dried up. The
sand sail can’t descend from such a height—it will have to be retrieved later. Instead, we
have to climb down. Sam wedges picks in the rocks as he climbs, creating a safe path for
us. He has to make two trips, one to put in the picks and one to take them out when
everyone is down.
Ryan winces as the rock brushes against his burns. They’ve been healing
surprisingly well, considering our conditions, peeling into new skin that Maria has to
scold him from scratching. I’m worried that having me tied to his back will hinder him
and make him fall, but I weigh little and he’s grown accustomed to it.
Once we’re at the bottom of the gorge, Sam makes us walk along for two more
miles before he finds what he’s looking for. I don’t know how he discerns the difference
in the vast expanse of rock, but he manages to find a small crevice. I can't really tell what
he’s doing, his fingers are swallowed in the crack of rock, but after several moments of
him entering what I assume is a precise sequence of code, the mechanism unlocks, and a
wall opens. From there, the path slopes downwards. There’s more bio-luminescent rock,
cunningly cut to create natural lamps. We keep going down, further and further. It’s
pleasantly cool underground, and the air feels cleaner here. Clever to settle in these
tunnels. So many natural defenses.
The tunnel finally opens into a cavern, which split into many caves and tiered
walkways. Suddenly, I’m surrounded by people, overwhelmed by chatter.
I don’t try to understand it. Most of it isn’t directed at me anyway.
“We were expecting you days ago!”
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“Were you followed?”
“Are you hurt?”
“Is that it?”
I feel the pressure of eyes upon me. They seem less imposing without their gas
masks and cloaks, but their open curiosity makes me squirm. It reminds me of lab coats
and clipboards, and part of me wants to bury my face in Ryan’s neck. He gives my knee a
soft squeeze.
“My friend is sick. Is there anywhere I can take him for medical treatment?”
There is a mad scramble as people volunteer to take us deeper into the cavern,
presumably leading us to the infirmary. Several offer to help carry me, but to my relief,
Ryan waves them off. We shed our cloaks and head protection—it’s the first time I’ve
seen Ryan and Maria without them in days. They look tired and unwashed. Maria’s
braids are fraying, and she has deep circles under her eyes. She catches my gaze and
gives me a weak wink.
Sam becomes less of an enigma as his face is revealed. He’s a little younger than
Ryan, I think. Perhaps early twenties. He looks skinny without the weight of layers. He
has shoulder length black hair and dark eyes under very bushy eyebrows. He seems to
unfold now that he’s indoors, muscles relaxing and face splitting into a smile that makes
him look surprisingly friendly. This is truly his home. Perhaps he’s a kinder person in
these walls than he is outside of them.
As we walk, I take the opportunity to look around. I don’t know if the sight of
stone and earth will ever lose its novelty for me. The tunnels seem both natural—rough
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from thousands of years of water and weathering—and manmade. I see hints of
toolmarks and carving. Likely, these catacombs were always here, but their development
has been assisted by man—mined and widened for human comfort. The air smells
pleasantly smoky—perhaps someone is cooking—and there are more glowing rock lamps
to light the way. The light creates shadows in enticing shapes, and I watch the quivering
play of light and dark. I’ve only ever known artificial light, the burn of metal and
electricity. Even the shadows were different in the lab, much sharper and localized as
Solas did it’s best to drown them out. I like this soft, intimate light much better. It doesn’t
hurt.
The medical wing is more familiar. The equipment is older, and the lights are less
harsh, but a hospital is a hospital. There are few patients lying on the beds, attended to by
doctors or nurses, presumably.
“Dr. Morgan,” one of our escorts calls, and a woman absorbed in a massive,
ancient computer glances up. Her eyes land on me, and her face lights up immediately.
She stands up so abruptly she almost knocks over her chair.
“Yes, come in, come in! I’ve been waiting for you.” She’s tall, her frizzy brown
hair pulled back in a messy bun that appears to be holding together by faith alone. Half
her face is covered in thick framed black spectacles that make her blue eyes seem huge.
Sam steps up to settle behind her.
She holds out a hand to Ryan, her grin a little too wide to look natural. “I’m
Jillian Morgan, head of research and development. You’ve already met, Sam, my
assistant. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
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Ryan grasps her hand tentatively. “Likewise, I guess. I’m Ryan Clark.”
“Oh, I know. I’ve read your file.”
“You’ve read my—I have a file? No, that’s not important now. This is the
infirmary, isn’t it? Astra needs medical help.”
“Who?” Morgan glances over to me. “Oh! Yes, of course.” She gestures towards
one of the doctors hovering around, and they swarm me immediately, looking me over
with precise, practiced maneuvers that strangely enough I find a lot more comforting than
Morgan’s eager gaze.
One of them smiles at me. He seems to be the authority, as the nurses and other
doctors flank behind him. He’s pale for the desert—handsome, with dark blonde hair and
green eyes making him seem foreign. Perhaps he defected from a different settlement.
“Hello there. Astra, right?”
I nod, flushing a bit when I hear my name. The only one who’s ever said it is
Ryan. The doctor smiles, and it’s only the slight crow’s feet around the eyes that gives
away his age.
“Hello Astra, I’m Dr. Gabriel Ivey. Is it all right if I give you an examination? It’s
non-invasive, I promise.”
“Oh, I-I guess.” Some part of me is still stunned whenever someone asks me for
permission.
He examines my muscles, checking my reflexes, listening to my pulse and my
breathing. It’s all standard—nothing that Maria hasn’t been doing—and to his credit, Dr.
Ivey maintains a neutral face the entire time, but I know my prognosis isn’t good.
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“You’re a doctor as well, correct?” Ivey says to Maria. “In your professional
opinion, how is Astra’s condition?”
“His condition isn’t ideal. His body needs to adjust to the environment around
him. His immune system is weak, and he’s grown dependent on a number of unknown
drugs. He is suffering withdrawal and has serious muscle atrophy.”
I don’t like that they’re talking about me like I’m not here, but I do appreciate
how candid Maria is being. I want to know the truth about my condition—for better or
for worse—not to have my news padded in comforting platitudes.
“But,” Maria added. “I don’t think the situation is hopeless. Astra has managed to
survive two weeks in the worst conditions. His resilience is frankly astounding. Now that
we have resources to treat him, I have no reason to believe recovery is impossible.”
“So, you think he’s going to be okay?” Ryan asks, hovering over my shoulder.
“I’d like to take some blood and run some tests.” Ivey looks towards me. “They’re
not going to be pleasant. They’re uncomfortable and time consuming, but I promise you I
only have your health in mind. I won’t do anything you’re not comfortable with.”
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Gabe,” Morgan says. “We don’t have the
luxury of comfort.”
“You have your job, Jill. Don’t tell me how to do mine,” Ivey says. He turns back
to me. “I’ll walk you through all the tests. Do you trust me?”
“No,” I answer. “But you can go ahead.”
Ivey sighs. “Fair enough.” He gestures towards a few nurses, and my gurney is
lifted up to be taken farther into the lab. Ryan tries to follow, but Morgan pulls him away.
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“Hold on. The guards were too hasty letting you in here. We need to get you
cleared first.”
“But—”
“He’ll be fine,” Morgan says. “You would only get in the doctors’ way. Come on,
we’ll get you cleared and then I can show you around.”
I want to protest. I don’t want to be left alone here, but Ryan is soon swamped by
muscled guards on all sides, and it is clear that the security check isn’t optional.
“Come back afterwards,” Ivey says. “I’d like to ask you some questions.” And he
goes back to addressing me. “Don’t worry. The blood test is quick and mostly painless. I
won’t go any further than that without Ryan.”
Knowing that Ryan would be there to hold my hand through the worst of it
alleviates some of my worry, though it didn’t dissipate completely.
“Do I need to get checked for security as well?”
Ivey winces slightly. “Yes, unfortunately for you that is folded into your medical
exam. We live in troubling times. But I'd like to take care of your immediate health first,
then we can worry about all that.”
“He looks dehydrated, Doctor. Would you like me to get him started on an IV?” a
nurse asks.
“Yes, that would be good to start with. I also need a sterilized syringe for the
blood draw.”
“Right away, Doctor.”
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Chapter 19

Ryan
Doctor Morgan and our accompaniment of goons lead me into a dark room.
Astra’s words ring in my head. One cage to another.
First, I go through metal detectors, then a thorough bio-scanner, then another
scanner I don’t recognize, then I’m forced to strip down so that they can do a cavity
search. My clothes are taken away and I’m given another set to wear—a tan shirt and a
pair of brown coveralls. I doubt that I’ll ever see that particular outfit again—and I don’t
think I want to, as it’s caked with two weeks’ worth of sweat, sand, and grime.
Finally, I am led to sit down. I feel like I've committed a crime. Some
unforgivable act that deserves dim lights, blank walls, a hard chair pressing against my
back, and stern inscrutable eyes. I guess I have in a way. Stealing company technology,
consorting with terrorists, acts I wouldn’t have been able to comprehend a year ago. I
suppose the suspicion is understandable, even if it is unnerving. I expect to be hooked up
to a polygraph any moment now.
There are two people across from me. One man is sitting, scribbling notes on a
Slate even though he hasn’t asked me a question yet. The other, a tall woman with hard,
corded muscles, seems to be tasked with the sole purpose of glaring at me.
“State your name for the record,” clipboard man says.
I fight the urge to fidget in my chair. “It’s Ryan Clark, sir.”
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Clipboard man nods, shuffling through papers. “Yes, Ryan Clark. I have your
resume right here.” I would dearly like to know how he managed to get ahold of my
resume, but I know better to interrupt. “Impressive work. Degree in Bio-Programming
with a specialty in cybernetic prosthetics. It says you interned at Clark Medical Clinic.
Any relation?”
“My parents,” I say.
“I see. We know them well, several of our members within the walls have sought
them out for medical treatment.”
“My parents are healers,” I say. “Healers don’t take sides.”
“A wonderful sentiment, to be sure. Any reason you decided not to work for
them?”
“I wanted to branch out on my own. And I found the medical field somewhat…
limiting. I was fitting people with new parts. It’s important work, but there are so many
advancements yet to be made in cybernetics. I wanted to be part of that future,” I say. It
feels strange, listing my motivations now. Things I valued, ideas I believed in. Now it
feels like I’m reading the diary of someone I'm intimately familiar with but am separated
from.
The woman leans over the desk, the first time she has moved this entire meeting.
“The future, huh? And yet for all those noble aspirations, you left that all behind. One has
to wonder why.”
I tilt back in my chair, trying to create a little space. “Ma’am?”
“That would be your cue to tell us why,” Clipboard man says.

184
The eyes on me are expectant. I suddenly realize that there are likely many people
listening in. Whether or not they allow me to stay with Astra depends on my next answer.
“When I came to Solas, I honestly believed that they had our best interests at
heart. Maybe universal peace and happiness is an impossible goal, but I thought if I
worked there I could be a force for good and achieve something close. I knew the Wired
existed, but they weren’t people, so I didn’t really think about their feelings. If they
suffered, it was obviously a necessary evil.”
“But now?”
“Now I realize such thinking... it’s just an excuse. No one should have to suffer so
that I can achieve a slightly higher degree of comfort. Astra is a person, the same as you
and me, and we’ve tortured him to the point that I worry he’s not going to survive the
outside world. No one deserves that.”
“So, you’re a true humanitarian, then,” Morgan says, startling me a bit. I’d
forgotten she was there. “An admirable trait. Are you satisfied, Blaire?”
The muscled woman, presumably Blaire, stares at me for a few more moments,
face a placid slab. Then she breaks out into a grin so wide it looks slightly feral. “Well,
I’m sold. He’s going to have to go through regular checks, of course, but that’s typical.”
She gives me a hearty pat on the shoulder that nearly faceplants me into the table.
“Welcome to the team, Ryan.”
“Well, now that you’ve scared him to the point of peeing himself, I’m going to
show him around. With your blessing, of course,” Morgan says to Blaire.
Blaire waves a hand in dismissal. “Go ahead. Just take two of my guys along.”
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Morgan leads me out of the room, two security guards trailing a respectable
distance behind us.
“Don’t worry about Blaire,” Morgan says. “She’s our head of security. It’s her job
to be thorough, but she’s actually a big softie.”
“Her bark is worse than her bite?” I ask.
“Nah, they’re both pretty vicious, so I'd advise you not to get on her bad side.”
“Duly noted.”
“You and your boy will be escorted at all times until we get you on a regular
chore roster.”
I flush. “Astra’s not my—we’re not together.” But even as I say this, I wonder if
this is true. We haven’t talked about it—hadn't had time, but there seems to be something
building, and I’m not sure if that’s due to attraction, or just a side effect of being the only
one Astra knows.
Morgan smiles and nudges my shoulder gently. “Of course not.”
“Do you get a lot of defectors from Harmony?” I ask, eager to change the subject.
“Fair amount, yes. Defectors, exiles, people who for whatever reason have made
the Solas blacklist,” Morgan says.
“Criminals,” I say.
“According to a certain definition, yes. I wouldn’t go around using those kinds of
terms too often. Some people here come from rougher backgrounds than others. Plus,
glass houses and all that.”
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“Yes... I suppose so,” I say. I find myself having difficulty matching her pace,
which is impressive considering she’s about a head shorter than I am. She navigates the
twisting, identical hallways with the confidence of a seasoned traveler, only glancing
back every so often to make sure our guards are keeping up. “Where are we going?”
“My lab.”
“I promised Dr. Ivey that I would come back after I was done.”
“Don’t worry about that. I’d rather you get a feel for the place first, especially
since you’ll be spending a lot of your time there,” Morgan says.
“I will?” I ask.
Morgan pauses at a door, fishing around her pocket for a keycard. “Of course. I
expect a lot of hours out of my assistants. Just ask Sam.” With a little flourish, she swipes
the card. I hear a beep and a series of locks disengaging, and the door swings open.
The lab is nicer than what I expected, and far messier than I’m used to. The
absence of a regular janitorial presence means that the clutter had spiraled out of control.
Garbage and papers camp out among a tangled mass of technology. Some of it I
recognized, but most had clearly been cannibalized from spare parts to serve new, hybrid
purposes. But the origin of the machinery was unmistakable—the tangled web of wires,
the makings of a neural mesh.
“This is Wired technology,” I say, taking a step back.
“Yes, I—”
“Astra was right. He was right all along. I never should have brought him here.”
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“What? Oh! No, it’s not what you think,” Morgan says. “I mean, yes, I’m
researching the technology, but—"
“But why? What could all this possibly be for?” I ask.
“What could it be for? Are you serious? Come now, I've read your resume, you’re
not nearly this stupid. How do you expect to dismantle a system without learning about it
first? It’s simple scientific method. I assure you, Ryan, while I maintain a scientific
curiosity, I hate this technology as much as you do, if not more so.”
The edge in Morgan’s voice is impossible to miss, and the anger ebbed a bit for
curiosity. “And why is that?”
“My reasons are... personal. I’d rather not get into it right now.”
“You’re going to have to if you want my help on this.”
Morgan sighs. “The truth is, my mother was involved in the Wired project. She
was one of Schaefer’s assistants. She thought the technology and genetic research was
being used to eliminate disease. She realized the true intent too late. She couldn’t stop the
process, but she could steal data and team up with like-minded individuals. This is how
the Displaced came to be. But she never forgave herself for helping create what Solas is
today. She could only live so long with the guilt. She died when I was six.”
“I’m sorry,” I say.
“I don’t need you to be sorry, Ryan. I need you to believe me. Solas and their
Cortex is what killed my mother. I want to do everything I can do dismantle it. And I
know you can help me do that.”
“I will help you,” I say. “But Astra’s not going to like this.”
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“I’m well aware of that, which is why I elected to show this to you. His
contribution is vital to my research. I was hoping you’d help me persuade him.”
“I’m not convincing him to do anything he doesn’t want. If you need his help,
you’re going to have to give him the whole story.”
Morgan sighs. “Yes, I’ve prepared myself for that as well. In the meantime, Ivey
should be ready to start his tests. Best to get you back. Astra’s not going to like those
either.”

189
Chapter 20

Astra
I don’t like this. I don’t like any of this. The blood draw was, as Ivey promised,
mostly painless. The worst part of it was watching his face change in expression,
suggesting that the results are dire indeed. Ivey tried hard to remain impassive and
professional, but I’m getting used to being without cameras and monitors, and my eyes
have begun to detect subtle details to make up for that absence. The fact that I feel like I
could fall apart in a mild breeze is also a very good indicator. The next test involves what
appears to be a modified MRI. They want to get a good look at my brain. No good has
ever come from people looking at my brain.
Thankfully, Ryan has returned from his playdate with security. He holds my hand
when I reach for him, and I draw comfort from his presence. Unlike Ivey, he is easy to
read. His shoulders are tight, his mouth pursed in a thin line. Whatever happened while
he was gone, whatever he isn’t telling me, has drastically changed his mood. Ryan is a
natural optimist, so this evident anxiety puts me on edge. If my legs were working, I'd
suggest running away, taking our chances in the desert wasteland.
But my legs don’t work. Nothing about me works. The world is doing its best to
tear me apart. Ivey, for his part, seems to honestly want to fix that. I don’t trust him—or
anyone here, really. I can’t believe they would shelter Ryan and I out of the sheer
goodness of their hearts, but what other choice do I have?
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I wonder what’s worse, not ever having a choice, or only having choices that are
stacked against you.
Ryan helps me onto the MRI. Wires are placed around my temples, and some part
of me is surprised when they don’t sink under my skin. I close my eyes as the machine
swallows me whole.
It’s quiet inside, nothing but the soft whirring of the scanner. It’s not dissimilar
from being Wired, although when I habitually reach for the Cortex nothing answers the
call. It’s relaxing in a way, and the fact that I find it comforting fills me with anxiety and
shame.
“Okay Astra, I’m going to begin. Let me know if you feel any discomfort,” Ivey
says, his voice echoing through a speaker embedded in the corner of the MRI. I see Maria
looming over Ivey’s shoulder. I’m comforted by her continual involvement in my
medical care, always being present and giving input. It’s nice to have someone there I
know.
The MRI is turned on. There’s a soft buzzing noise and a light pressure against
my skull. At first, it’s merely unpleasant. I’ve dealt with worse. But the pressure begins
to grow, pounding into my skull. I want to cry out, but my voice is frozen.
Be a good boy and stay still.
I am a good boy. I’m staying still. Grandpa will be happy if I'm still and don’t
make noise. This is for my own good. My own good.
But I can’t be still. It hurts. It hurts so much. I’m vibrating off the table, thrashing
and there’s so little room to move. Everyone is going to be upset.
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I hear a noise, an alarm. Maybe because I've been bad. My head hurts so much.
The fluorescent lighting hurts my eyes. Someone is holding me against their
chest, but I can’t see or hear them. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I tried, I tried. I’m sorry.”
I can’t see the needle coming, but I recognize the feel of cold hands on my arm,
searching for a vein. I thrash, trying to pull myself away. “No! I’m sorry! I’ll be good!
I’ll be good!”
Strong arms lock around me, holding me steady, and consciousness leaves me.
But the dreams follow wherever I go.
***
Ryan
It doesn’t take long for the shit to hit the fan, and part of me isn’t surprised. I’ve
operated and fixed enough MRIs to know that there’s something off about this one. It
seems far more involved than a normal scanner.
My suspicions are confirmed when Astra starts seizing. The scans of his brain are
lighting up in colors and patterns. An alarm is going off. Cracks are beginning to form in
the MRI’s hard plastic shell, small ones that are rapidly spiderwebbing. Astra is tearing it
apart. If we don’t get him out, there’s a real risk he’ll be crushed inside.
And yet, through it all, he remains completely silent.
I rush to free him, cradling him in my arms. He feels fragile, even more than
usual, and small enough that I can wind my entire body around him. “It’s okay,” I say.
“Everything is okay. Breathe.” I don’t believe this. Nothing about what just happened is
okay, but my feelings don’t matter at this moment. Only Astra matters.

192
But nothing I say reaches him. He won’t stop thrashing, eyes full of tears,
whispering fervent apologies against my skin, words that make my blood run cold.
Ivey emerges with a needle before I can warn him, and the press of the metal only
causes further panic. “Please, I’ll be good! I’ll be good!”
I feel helpless, worse, I feel complicit as I force him to remain in some semblance
of still. But Astra’s nose is bleeding again, the furniture in the room is shaking with the
force of his distress, and I worry if we don’t do something he’ll break a bone or burst a
blood vessel.
Ivey finally finds his vein, and Astra lies still in my arms.
“What the hell was that all about?” I demand as soon as we got him stable. “What
did you do to him?”
“I’m afraid that the combination of the machine’s effects and past experiences
caused a psychosomatic response,” Ivey says. “I worried this might happen.”
“You mean you knew this was a possibility and you still put him in there? What is
wrong with you?” I ask.
“Ryan, I understand that you care about Astra, and that makes it difficult to look
at things calmly. I took a calculated risk so that I could better treat Astra’s condition. And
while the consequences are regrettable, no lasting harm was done, and I got the data I
needed. I stand by my decision,” Ivey says firmly.
“Fine, and what did you find out that justifies all the pain you just caused?” I ask.
“Plenty.” He pulls up Astra’s scans. “First of all, we did a deep tissue scan to see
if Solas embedded any anti-theft technology into his skin, which they did. Thankfully, the
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desert storms and low-level magnetic field in these canyons means the signal isn’t going
out, but these are going to have to be removed as soon as possible. But that is the least of
our problems.”
“What do you mean?”
Maria steps forward, placing Astra’s medical scans in my hand, but I can’t focus
on the data. “The real problem is the cocktail of drugs Astra was placed on. There are the
standard vitamins and nutrients he needs to be healthy, but Solas had him on a complex
regimen of painkillers, suppressants, and stimulants in order to keep him in the System.”
“What for?” I ask.
“They served a number of purposes. The painkillers are obvious. The amount of
trauma being hooked into the network would be difficult on anyone, even someone
augmented to handle it like Astra. The stimulants are there to counteract whatever
soporific effects the painkillers might have to keep him active and alert. And the
suppressants are to keep his psionic powers in check. I think his performance today
shows why that was necessary. Being cut off from so many drugs, Astra is experiencing
potent withdrawal.”
“And what does that mean?”
Maria sighs. Out of all of us, I think she’s slept the least. Astra’s constantly
changing condition has forced her to remain alert. “It means he’s going to get worse
before he gets better.”
Ivey adds, “We can put him on placeholder medication to ease some of the
symptoms, but we’re not going to be able to replicate his exact drugs and dosages. The
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best we can hope for is to wean him off and deal with the side effects as the residual
drugs leave his system. After we’ve got him detoxed, we’ll work from there.”
Noting that I’m not getting much from the medical scans, Morgan pulls the Slate
from my hands and links it with her own Slate to copy the data.
“I’m more worried about his powers,” she remarks. “We saw the effects when he
gets worked up. He’s never really had to learn how to control them since all that power
was siphoned off by Solas. If we don’t do something, he could tear this facility apart.”
“I thought you could help us with that, Ryan,” Ivey says.
That startles me. “What can I do? I don’t know anything about psychics.” The fact
that I’m even in a situation where I can say that is still somewhat baffling to me.
“No, but you do know a fair bit about the brain, and you’ve worked plenty with
physical therapy in your parents’ clinic, which will also be a huge help. More
importantly, Astra trusts you. No one else can say that. I’ve done a lot of research in this
field, so I can also offer assistance when you need it,” Ivey assures me. “Just be there for
him, comfort him. That goes a long way.”
“Well, between that and helping me in the lab, you’re going to be quite busy,
Ryan,” Morgan says.
Her words remind me of the lab, the data stem and the wires. “Can I trust you?”
Morgan shrugs. “I’ve told you my story. At least some of it. That’s all I can do.
From there, who you trust is up to you.”
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Chapter 21

Astra
I dream of masks and white latex gloves poking at me as I try to lay completely
still. It’s not easy to do. My arms and legs twitch, tempting me to wiggle my toes, scratch
my stomach, roll off the table and run—keep running and never come back. I hate the
White Room, with the glaring overhead light, the silver tray of needles and antiseptic,
and the softly beeping monitors. I’m moved around like a doll, only given instructions by
the lab coats when strictly necessary. These are not like the caretakers who come with
soft, comforting names like Miss Stephanie or Mr. Jonathon. The caretakers bring us
food, take us for playtime, and sometimes sit us down and take notes as they ask
questions. The white lab coats have no names and don’t ask me questions. They don’t
care about my answers.
We don’t call it the White Room because of its color. In fact, the walls are all
grey, everything sleek and metallic. We call it the White Room because brothers have
entered and never come back. Their beds are reassigned, any art made during Craft Time
is removed, their clothes are folded and redistributed so you can no longer discern what
was theirs. Every trace disappears.
The caretakers tell us that these kids have been adopted. That they’re leading
happy lives on farms like those in our picture books. But we have our own stories. They
were cut up and sold for parts, they were given away as pets or to fighting rings. These
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are strictly Outside subjects, things we shouldn’t know about, but it’s hard to keep
information out of our hands. Except for information on how to get out. Not that we have
anywhere else to go.
I don’t want to believe that Grandpa would do such terrible things. He takes care
of us. He visits, gives us candy and toys, and tells us stories. He says he loves us, and
besides he assures us the Outside is a frightening place. Here we are protected. Not many
are as lucky.
But it’s hard not to think of these rumors whenever I’m brought into this room. It
would be easier if we knew what these tests were for, but all anyone will say is that we’re
special. That we’re destined to do great things. Nobody says how.
I think back on those picture books. I recall one about exotic plants—specifically
a section about the hothouse orchid. This flower was so special, so delicate, it required
precise conditions and human care for it to grow. It couldn’t be allowed to run wild, or it
would surely die. Perhaps it is the same with me and my brothers. We must be kept in
glass– our delicate petals monitored; our leaves prudently clipped—to survive.
I have to believe this as I lay back on the silver table, silent and very still. I don’t
want a needle, which pulls me into blackness and terrifying, disjointed dreaming for
interminable hours. I’m always slow afterwards, my mind working on half speed. The
pills we’re given during meals have a similar effect, but they’re not nearly as bad as the
needles.
My arms and legs are put in restraints. “You don’t need those! I’ll be good, I
promise.”
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“Shush,” a lab coat says. This one has copper hair buzzed close to his head. He
squeezes my wrist so hard it hurts as he straps it down.
I flush in shame. I’m supposed to be still and silent. If I'm good then surely, I
won’t disappear. How easy it is to forget sometimes.
Grandpa is there, smiling gently, stroking my hair. He nods to a woman next to
him. She wears glasses that slide down his nose, and they’re shiny in the harsh lighting.
She hesitates, but Grandpa is insistent. She puts the needle in my arm and pulls the
plunger down.
Some part of me, the part that is watching this all from a distant place, notes that
she looks familiar.
***
There are arms around me when I wake, my body entirely encompassed. The
sensation of weight—of being pressed down—is too reminiscent of my dream, and I
struggle briefly in the grip, surprised when it instantly relents.
“It’s okay, it’s just me.” Gentle voice, too close to my ear.
I don’t recognize it. Not the voice, or where I am. I’m still back there, in the lab,
on that operating table. But even that is hazy, with nothing to give it context. It comes
back quickly, Solas, Ryan, the Displaced, but for a moment there is nothing at all, and it
terrifies me.
The room isn’t familiar. The walls are rough, dark grey stone, and the lighting is
dim, creating a dreary atmosphere. Several small hard beds divided by curtains, softly
beeping monitors, an IV in my arm. Someone has changed me into a pair of shorts and a
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beige smock that opens in the back for ease of access. These things I know well. In a way
it’s like I never left the dream.
“What happened to me?” I ask. I’m leaning against Ryan, which is comforting. A
grounding presence. If Ryan is here then I can’t be back there, in that room with Grandpa
and the white coats. Ryan is warm and safe, even if nothing around us is.
“You had an episode in the chamber. We had to pull you out. You were seizing,”
Ryan says. His arms wind themselves around me. I turn into the grip so I can see his face.
I wonder how long he’s been here, curled around me to stop the shaking. I brush a few
stray bangs out of his eyes. I hope he slept a little.
I’m not surprised by the seizures. They’ve been increasing in frequency the longer
I stay out in the open air. It must have been big. Ryan’s arms are trembling slightly, as if
he is pulsing right along with me. “Did you find anything out?”
Ryan bites his lip, shifting his gaze to my left ear. It’s his tell when he’s hiding
something, or about to spin a comforting lie.
“It’s pointless to try and protect me. It’s my body.” I'm not sure if I believe this—
the idea that this skin could belong to me, or if I even wanted it—but for better or for
worse, I have to live in here now. I need to know what to expect. “If you won’t tell me,
I’ll just ask Maria. She’s always tells the truth.”
He tells me the whole story with constant pauses to gauge my reaction or to
reassure me. There’s no need. I am very calm. My prognosis isn’t surprising. I had
always known that I was on too many drugs and had never bothered reflecting on what
they were all for. I had long been tracking the symptoms of withdrawal, the aches, the
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dullness, the constant sickness in the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t realized it was quite as
bad as Ryan described, but I’d rather focus on what can be done.
“They’re giving you a modified dose of whatever drugs that can safely be
administered, but that’s a bandage at best. You’re going to have to be weaned off
everything.”
The idea of going without drugs, without relief for the aches and the nausea and
the constant migraines that I had come to associate with outside, makes my throat tighten.
I hate myself for the deep well of panic in my stomach, and I hate Solas for the needy,
delicate creature they bred me to be. An orchid too dependent to live.
“It’s okay.” Ryan reaches around for my hand. “We’ll get through this.”
The conviction in his tone needles me. I don’t doubt that Ryan believes
everything he says, but it feels like blind optimism. He doesn’t feel the itch under my
skin, the ache in my joints, the longing deep in my core. “We’re not getting through
anything. This is my problem.”
Ryan gives my hand a squeeze. “I’ll help you however I can. Like you said, we’re
in this together.”
I pull my hand out of his reach, curling away from him. “But we’re not. You can’t
possibly know how I feel. I don’t fit here. Even my body is trying to reject me.”
“But with treatment—”
“Forget about treatment! I don’t know how to live in here! I can’t walk. I can’t
hold things. I can barely sit up by myself. I’m cut off from everything I knew.”
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“You can't mean that,” Ryan said. “Think about what they were doing to you.
They were torturing you.”
“I’m tortured now. I’m stuck in a bundle of bones and skin, and it hurts to be
here! I’m broken, and it’s your fault!”
“You don’t mean that.”
I don’t want to mean it. I want to take it all back, be stronger than this. But the
truth is I ache for the Cortex even more than the drugs. I miss the hum of machinery, the
web of information constantly in reach. My perception feels stunted in comparison,
confined to eyes and ears and human processing speed. I’m trapped, confined in my skin.
Staying would have killed me. I know this, but a part of me keeps wondering would death
have been worse than this? And I hate myself for it.
“It’s just an adjustment period. It will get better,” Ryan insists, always the
peacemaker, always quick to appease.
But I don’t want to be appeased. My skin itches, my brain feels sluggish. “Why
should I believe you? Why should your promises mean anything to me? You made me
come here!”
“I didn’t have a choice! I honestly thought that’s what you wanted. They would
have killed you if you stayed. Was I wrong? Do you really want to go back?” Ryan asks.
He doesn’t ask the hard question. Do you want to die?
I flop back, tired now. “No, I don’t.” I sling a thin arm over my eyes. “I know it
was an impossible situation. I know you did everything you could. But I wanted to be the
one to decide if I needed saving. I wanted my agency to matter, but it doesn’t. You will
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never understand how that feels. So, don’t pretend that we’re suffering together. I’m
alone, Ryan. I’ve always been alone.”
Ryan stands up, away from me and upsetting the small hard chair that had been
set up for him next to the bed. “You’re just upset. You don’t mean any of this.”
I do and I don’t, and I wish I could get those sides to agree. The part that wants to
marvel at every new thing that is before me, and the part that rails against this body that
denies me full access to it.
“I’ll send in the doctor,” Ryan says.
“Oh yes, by all means send him in. Run away now that things are getting difficult.
I wouldn’t expect anything less.”
His fingers clench on the door and he hesitates. Finally, a reaction, finally he’s
getting angry. But it’s only a pause, and he’s gone. My heart aches to see him go.
Ivey emerges soon after Ryan leaves, and no doubt privy to the entire
conversation. “You should cut him some slack. This hasn’t been easy for him.”
I snort. Odd, how accustomed I'm becoming to these little gestures after going so
long without. “Yes, I should be so grateful.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Then what are you saying?”
Ivey sighs. “Maybe it would be better to talk about your physical therapy. I
understand that you’re frustrated. It’s difficult when your body doesn’t do what you
want.”
“What could you possibly know about how I feel?” I ask.
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Ivey slowly pulls up the legs of his pants, revealing the sheen of prosthetic legs. “I
had an accident while working in one of the air purifying plants when I was young. My
legs got infected, and it became necessary to remove them. I can’t compare to what
you’re going through, but don’t presume that you are the only one who has ever
suffered.”
I have nothing to say after that. I allow him to explain my therapy, which will
begin as soon as I’m strong enough for it. Assuming of course that I survive the
withdrawal. He explains the stretches and exercises, some of which I can begin
immediately. Initially, I would be given braces for my legs to help keep me steady, but
hopefully the need would be eliminated once my muscles get stronger.
“The amniotic fluid managed to keep you healthy enough that recovery should be
possible as long as you do the work,” Ivey says. “Ryan will be working with my staff on
your physical therapy.”
I stiffen at the name. “I don’t want to talk to him.”
Ivey leans back in his chair, crossing his arms. “You had an argument. That’s
what happens in relationships. Even if you’re angry, wouldn’t you rather be helped by
someone you know?”
I can’t fault his logic, no matter how much I want to. Ivey says that I will also be
required to go through daily sessions with Morgan studying my psionic response.
I wrinkle my nose. I don’t like the idea of being poked and prodded by Morgan’s
too eager scrutiny. “Do I have to?”
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“You do if you want to stay here. Knowing what you can do is essential for both
the security of the community and your own safety. This point is non-negotiable.”
It doesn’t seem like I have room to negotiate on any point. There’s nowhere else
to go except the desert, and I’m not strong enough to brave that weather. Best to do the
work, gather up my strength, and try to figure things out from there. “Fine.”
“Excellent. If you’re willing, there is someone I’d like you to meet.”
I frown, slumping into my pillow. “More scientists? Do they want to observe
me?”
Ivey shakes his head, putting up an appeasing hand. “No, nothing like that. I think
you’ll understand when you meet him.”
“All right.”
Ivey smiles and glances towards the door. “Come in.”
I didn’t realize he meant now. I scramble to sit up straighter, aware that I
resemble a petulant child.
A man walks in, a little older than Ryan, perhaps in his thirties or forties. His skin
is tanned and freckled, which is a strange contrast to his pale blonde hair and grey eyes.
The features are familiar.
He smiles, warm and inviting, and stretches out a hand. “Hello, Astra. I’m Luke.
I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”
I stare at the hand, noting the calluses, the dry skin of a worker. I see tiny scars
pinpricking across the palms, up the arms, and I understand. “You’re Wired.”
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“I was, once,” he says. “A long time ago.” His hand still hangs in the empty air,
and it takes me a minute to realize I’m meant to grasp it. He shakes my hand gently and
tries to pull away, but I hold on, running my hands over the hard skin in wonder.
“Are there others?” I ask.
The smile turns sad. “There were, but—”
“They died,” I answer.
“They... yes. The genetic modifications... they couldn’t adapt to the air and a lot
of their vital functions were underdeveloped. As Solas began to adapt to the genetics
process, they cut more and more systems that make living outside possible,” Luke admits.
“But you’re different. You were developed before those modifications were made. Your
genome is practically human.”
Practically, but not quite. There’s still that bit of extra, that piece of something
more that makes me an asset. Something to be marveled at and studied.
“And what about you? How did you survive?”
Luke shrugs. “I’m early too. Not as early as you, we’re maybe ten or fifteen years
apart, but genetically similar. A brother.” He smiles.
My mind reels at the concept. A brother. Family. A bond through blood and DNA
strands. “I didn’t think there were any of us left,” I murmur.
“Neither did I.” Luke moves his hand. It’s around my shoulders, almost an
embrace. “I’m so happy to meet you.”
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I nod, blinking rapidly. My vision is going blurry, and at first I think another
seizure is coming on, or perhaps I’m being sedated. But tears fall. My lips quiver, and
I’m determined to be silent. Luke notices anyway.
“Hey, it’s okay.” He telegraphs his movements, giving me plenty of time to pull
away before pulling me fully into his arms. “I understand. I’m going to help you through
this.”
I nod, for I can’t speak through the knot in my throat. For the first time, I allow
myself to hope.
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Chapter 22

Ryan
Tomorrow I have basic training in physical therapy. I don’t know how much help
I’m going to be. I have a solid understanding of the human body. I know how the nerves
and muscles connect to one another, but I’ve never done something so hands on. It
sounds like a large part of my role will be moral support, but I’m not sure how I’ll serve
in that area considering how Astra and I left things.
I will be given regular duties. Everyone here is expected to contribute—not so
different from Harmony in that way—but today I’m advised to get some rest. One of the
security guards leads me to my room, which is basically a supply closet in Morgan’s lab.
Space is limited, and it’s right next to the infirmary Astra will be staying in for the
foreseeable future. He’s too fragile to start sharing a room with twelve other people—
standard bunk size in the Cabin—plus it will be safer to keep him close to doctors and
Morgan’s lab equipment. And to me, apparently, the only one he knows. Good in theory,
but maybe not in practice since I seem to be the last person he wants to see.
There’s no shortage of things to explore in Morgan’s lab. Her notes are password
protected, but she has books within easy reach, though in hard copy. I have never seen so
many physical books in one place, more accustomed to downloads off the Slate. Their
value has to be astronomical, and I’m afraid to touch them. There’s no backup for paper.
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I startle when I hear the soft whoosh of a door opening, but it’s only Maria,
leaning against the frame as if this is just another day at the clinic. She looks better—
looks like she got a shower—and she’s without the exhausted slump in her shoulders I’ve
become accustomed to seeing in her. I don’t know how she manages to make the brown
coveralls work, but they suit her somehow.
“Settling in?” she asks. She walks to me, perching precariously on the desk. There
isn’t much to offer for seating.
I sit down in Morgan’s office chair—hopefully she won’t mind—and shrug. “I
could ask you the same thing. How are you doing? Now that you’ve... well—”
“Officially defected? I don’t know. Doesn’t quite feel real yet. I’ve been so busy;
I haven’t had much time to mourn.”
“I know what you mean.” I’ve been so focused on dealing with the matters at
hand—escape, getting through the desert, adjusting to the Cabin and figuring out Astra’s
condition—I haven’t really been able to dwell on what I left behind. "Do you think my
parents are okay? I don’t know what Solas told them. Probably that I’m an enemy of the
state.”
“They know better than to believe that,” Maria says. “I know you guys haven’t
always seen eye to eye, but if they knew what you’re doing, they’d understand. They’d be
so proud.”
“I hope so,” I say. “They’d be proud of you, too. I’m sorry I got you involved in
all this.”
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“I’m not sure if I am,” Maria says. “Helping you was my choice. I have regrets,
yeah. I’m going to miss your parents and my patients, but I think they need me here
more. There aren’t enough doctors. I think this might be the work I’m meant to do, at
least right now. I can make my peace with that.”
Once Maria says she’ll do something, she does it. It’s a trait I’ve always admired
about her. But I don’t have a great purpose to fall back on. I came here for one reason—
Astra. Because somewhere along the way his presence in my life became something
indispensable to me. I think I can find purpose here—Morgan certainly made it sound
like she can make use of my skills—but protecting Astra had been my goal. And in trying
to reach that goal, I hurt him.
I slouch down in my chair. “Astra hates me.” I sound like a whiny teenager.
Maria kicks me lightly with her foot, upsetting several papers to do so. “Hm, I
don’t know about that. You’re not a good judge for these things. Tell me what
happened.”
“Well, adjusting hasn’t been easy on him. You’ve seen that. He’s been ripped
away from everything he knows, and I didn’t give him a choice in the matter. And I think
that anger has been brewing for a while. He hates being here, he hates that he can’t move
properly or do what he likes. He hates me for bringing me here,” I say. I really thought I
was helping him—and I still can’t believe that was a mistake. Astra deserves a better life.
But I hadn’t considered what that life might be like for him. The atrophied muscles, being
forced into a totally new environment and trust strangers. Of course, Astra is angry. “And
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I keep thinking, did I really do this for Astra? Or was this all some sort of hero effort to
alleviate my own guilt?”
Maria shrugs. “That’s part of it, probably. I don’t know if you can name any
action as entirely unselfish. But you’ve given things up too, Ryan. It can’t be compared
with Astra, but that still matters. You could have looked the other way. Other techs have,
but you didn’t because you care. Astra is just upset right now, frustrated, so he’s lashing
out. That’s normal. That’s human. It will get better. He’ll adjust, regain some mobility,
and see everything the world has to offer.”
“Do you think he’ll forgive me?” I ask.
“I think he will,” Maria says. “I really do. I’ve seen you two together. He trusts
you, Ryan. He may be angry right now, but that hasn’t changed. He relaxes when he’s
with you. It’s the same with you. I don’t know if you realize it, but you seem happier
when you’re with Astra. I have to believe that there’s hope for a relationship like that.
You two will get through this. For now, just focus on how you can make his life a little
better.”
It embarrasses me a little to hear Maria’s frank assessment of my relationship
with Astra. I can’t deny that there’s something growing between us, an unspoken
understanding that I don’t dare put a name to yet. Not before we’ve dealt with the
situation at hand. Maria’s right. It’s best to just keep moving forward.
“I need to study,” I tell Maria. “Will you quiz me?”
She smiles. “Like when we were at school? Of course.”
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Morgan updated my Slate after my debriefing. The Cabin has its own network
they call the Lattice. I can’t fathom how it works without any Wired to process and direct
the data, but it does offer a limited number of databases to work with. It will have to do.
The material is familiar. simple training modules and learning simulations I recall
from school and tutoring, back when following the medical profession had been an
expectation. Maria grins, skimming her fingers over the familiar pictures. Bone structure,
muscular anatomy, the map of nerves. “You know, I decided I wanted to be a doctor
before I really understood what that was. I just... I watched my mother waste away, and I
knew I never wanted to be that helpless again. But I really started to form an interest
because of these pictures. I remember looking at these charts. I liked the colors and
seeing the way everything linked together. It was so pretty, like a puzzle. Maybe I was
meant to be an artist.”
I snort. “Or a serial killer.” But I’m not surprised by her fascination. The human
body has always been beautiful to Maria, on the inside as well as the outside. She’s
fascinated how it could adapt to any condition; how hard the biological processes fight to
survive. But it hadn’t held my interest. Why bother fixing a broken limb when you could
simply make something new?
Of course, it isn’t that simple. It’s easy to advocate replace over fix when you
have no stake in the matter. It’s not like I could suggest to Astra to cut off his legs and
make him new ones. He’s already lost too much. He needs to learn to stand on what he
has, and I need to be there to support him. I pour over the descriptions of physical therapy
and how the muscles work together, reaching for old knowledge and asking for Maria’s
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input when it’s not enough. I had already made too many decisions for Astra. It’s time to
follow his lead.
***
Astra
Ryan shows up the next day with a bowl of soup in his hands and an apology on
his lips. I try my best to hang on to my anger, but the truth is I’m just glad he’s still here.
I don’t know what I would do if he decided to leave me—if he even can—and I berate
myself for the dependency even as I cling tighter.
I try my best to hold the spoon myself, but my fingers are unable to grasp it
properly. The contents spill, and begrudgingly I allow Ryan to take over. It’s simple
broth, thin and mildly flavored. It’s the only thing my stomach can handle at the moment,
but my tongue tingles with the heat and the flavors. Salt, Ryan tells me, and some
chicken stock. The Displaced must grow their own chickens. Even the act of swallowing
anything other than saliva still feels strange, though at least I can do that now without
assistance.
“I really am sorry,” Ryan says. Some soup dribbles down my chin. He wipes it
away like I've seen parents do for children. I don’t like the association.
“I don’t care,” I answer. This isn’t true, not quite. I don’t believe he truly
understands what he’s apologizing for—he can’t ever understand, which makes the words
carry less weight. But I care that he said it. These little considerations matter. They may
make this all worth it.
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I reward this show of care with rare honesty. “I’m not sure if you’re the one I’m
angry at.”
I’ve mostly finished with the broth, so Ryan puts it on the table next to the bed.
“Then who are you angry with? Solas?”
“No. It’s hard for me to be angry at something without a face. They’re beyond
anger, like a god or a force of nature. I think... it’s myself, mostly. I want to be stronger
than this.”
“It’s not a matter of strength, Astra,” Ryan says. “You can’t help what happened
to you.”
“I know.” I don’t tell him that physical strength is only a small part. I don’t tell
him about how every morning I still wake and automatically reach for data that isn’t
there, take breaths of air and miss the viscosity of fluid in my lungs, spiked with drugs
my nervous system aches for.
After lunch, we’re joined by Ivey and Luke. Ivey is only there briefly to give me a
shot to help my muscular development—I hate needles. I really, really hate needles, but I
hate uselessness more, so I hold out my wrist and watch the syringe empty into my
bloodstream. But Luke is here to go over the plan for my physical therapy.
“You’re Ryan, right?” Luke says. “I’m Luke, the physical therapist.”
Ryan’s eyes pick up the faint track marks of wires quicker than I did, and I notice
his lips twitch and eyebrows furrow as he suppresses an exclamation or a question. “It’s
nice to meet you.”
Luke is quick to catch the aborted facial expression. “It’s okay. You can ask.”
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Ryan shuffles his feet, looking at Luke’s hairline to avoid looking at his face.
“You were Wired?”
“Yeah, a long time ago. I developed Astra’s routine based on what helped me
recover,” Luke says.
“I’m glad that there’s someone here who understands what he’s going through. I
can’t help him as much as I’d like,” Ryan says.
“I’m right here,” I point out. “Please don’t speak as if I’m not.” But Ryan’s
admission of fault soothes some of yesterday’s lingering prickliness, it takes much of the
bite out of my words.
Ryan puts a hand on my shoulder and gives it a gentle squeeze. “Sorry.”
“You’re going to be a big help,” Luke assures Ryan. “Moral support is huge for
the healing process. I wish I had someone like you when I got out.”
There’s a story there, a sad one. I can see it in the way Luke curls into himself
slightly, crossing his arms as if to guard against a sudden chill. Maybe he’d tell it to me
some day. I’d like to hear.
Instead, Luke walks me through stretches. I’m given a little ball to squeeze. Ryan
and I are given instructions. When Luke’s not around, Ryan is going to be the one who
helps me, especially in the morning and before bed. I’m glad Ryan’s doing this with me. I
trust Luke, as much as I can trust anyone, but I’d still rather have Ryan’s touch more than
anyone else’s. I know it best.
There’s not a dedicated space for physical therapy. We relocate to a corner of the
infirmary and set up on the floor with my back to a wall. Ryan and Luke take up
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residence on each side of me. The floor is not comfortable, but I appreciate leaving the
bed. The first session does not go well. I’m not ready to try walking, so a rubbery band is
placed around my knees. It’s meant to create resistance so I can develop leg strength, but
I can barely get the band to stretch.
“It takes time,” Luke insists. “You have to let your body get back its strength.”
“I don’t think my body ever had strength,” I say.
“You’re stronger than you think,” Luke says. “Look, I know it seems hopeless,
but you’ll get there. You just have to do the work.”
I groan, slumping against Ryan’s shoulder. It’s bony and smooshes my cheek.
Why do people sit like this? “I hate work.”
Ryan grins and ruffles my hair. His hand feels nice. “You hate boredom even
more. At least this will keep you busy.”
I stick my tongue out at him. I’m not sure where this gesture comes from, whether
from a buried childhood memory or something I'd subconsciously picked up from the
cameras. But I’m leaning into his fingers carding through my hair like a cat, so my
irritation doesn’t land as it should.
Ryan brushes his hand down my neck, allowing it to linger there for a moment
before pulling away. “Speaking of busy, I need to start my shift with Morgan. You going
to be okay here?”
I want to say no. I don’t trust Morgan, and I don’t want him to leave, but I don’t
have anything logical to back that argument up. “Go on.”
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I make myself look at my slowly expanding and contracting legs as he gets up and
walks away. My anxiety spikes whenever Ryan’s not in sight. It’s like trying to float
unmoored in the ancient sea, but he can’t be with me at all times. I understand that. I have
to learn how to be here without him.
“He’ll be back here before you know it,” Luke assures me. I used to be so much
better at hiding my emotions. “He really cares about you.”
My face feels warm. Am I blushing? Am I in a romance simulation all of the
sudden? “He says he does.”
“And you care about him?” Luke prompts.
I don’t know how to process this line of questioning. I can’t claim that I don’t
have the capacity for care. I can’t pretend to be a machine anymore when someone
investigates my emotions. There’s no machine to sink into, and Luke knows better. “Why
are you asking me about this?”
“I can’t tease my little brother?” he says.
“I think I’m technically older than you,” I say. Not that it’s easy to tell. I aged
slowly within the wires—physically and mentally I’m maybe around twenty-five—but
Luke looks like he’s closer to forty. Without the amniotic fluid’s restorative properties,
the years have caught up with him. I wonder how far apart we really are.
“Ah, but I’m old in life experience. A seasoned veteran of the world.”
“I don’t think the Cabin constitutes the whole world,” I point out, but the
reminder of my deficiencies stings a little.
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“No, you’re right of course,” Luke says. “I was just trying to get some
conversation going. I’m not just here for your physical health, Astra. You can talk to me.
It might help.”
I’m baffled and somewhat suspicious of the suggestion. He wants to listen to me
talk? What could be the point of that? I understand gauging my mental health,
determining my security risk, but that requires question and answer, and Luke is claiming
he only wants to listen. What’s the agenda in letting me direct the conversation?
“And what if I don’t want to talk?” I ask.
“Then I guess our sessions are going to be very quiet,” Luke says. “But you’re
going to be here anyway, so why not talk?”
“What if I wanted to leave?”
“Then I suppose I’d take you back to your room. Or you could ask me to leave, if
that would be easier, but why would you want to? I’m here to help. That’s all I want,”
Luke says. “It’s all anyone here wants.”
My lips curl in a sardonic smile. “Please, don’t patronize me. I see the way some
of these people look at me. Like I’m an organism in a test tube, or worse, like I’m going
to save them. I don’t know what these people want yet, but it’s not merely to help.”
Luke sighs. “All right, fair enough. But can you believe that I want to help you, at
least? There’s so few of us left. And Ryan wants to help too. I can see it in the way he
looks at you. But I won’t force you. You’re in control here.”
I force myself back into a straighter posture, turning my attention back to my leg
exercises. “The only place I’ve ever felt like I was in control was in the Cortex,” I say.
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The words slip out before I can stop them. Maybe it’s Luke’s frank words and open
posture that make me want to speak to him. Maybe that’s part of the trap.
I brace for a rapid protest, a reminder of all the ways I needed to be saved. It’s
what Ryan would have done.
Instead, Luke merely nods. “I understand. I felt the same way.” He hesitates. It’s
the first time I’ve seen him look uncertain. “I was designed to power the water treatment
plant. They were trying something new with my particular design. This was still pretty
early, you understand—maybe forty years ago. The methods to siphon off energy wasn’t
as efficient, so they installed us in pairs. Two minds working together as a unit. It was
like we were one being. I spent twenty years with him.”
“And what happened?” I ask.
“What always happens. The system starts to break down. It was a lot to process,
filtering the city’s water, directing it to where it needed to go. So much data. My partner
burned out. I still remember how it felt as he died. It was too traumatic. I lashed out,
messed with the air controls. I don’t remember if I did it on purpose or if that was just a
side effect of my grief. I don’t remember a lot from that time. The security protocols
kicked in. They zapped me good. By all rights I should’ve been brain dead—maybe I
managed to shield myself. I honestly don’t know.”
“How did you get out?” I ask. I try to imagine feeling so completely connected to
someone and then losing him. I can’t grasp it. I don’t remember a time when I wasn’t
alone in the Cortex.
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“Well, my overseers certainly thought I was dead. They couldn’t go through the
proper channels to dispose of me—part of the reason why this happened is because they
hadn’t been doing regular maintenance. They made us handle too much. I ended up
floating in the sewer runoff. Displaced scavengers found me, saved me. I’ve been here
ever since. I didn’t know how to live, how to be one person instead of one in a set. It took
a long time to figure it out. So, I do have an idea of what you’re going through, Astra. I
wouldn’t go back to the Cortex, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still feel that loss.”
It’s a relief, hearing that someone else knows. “I know nothing there was mine.
But when I was Wired, I felt connected to everything. I controlled the data, and I
understood all the variables. It was predictable.”
“And now?”
“Now I don’t know what’s going to happen or where I’m going to end up. I don’t
know the rules, and I just feel so—so empty.” And I have no guide, no data to explain
why I feel this way, or how to fix it. I’d read service reports of other units breaking down,
broken minds reduced to speaking in security alerts and binary code, but as long as the
mind was active, they could work. The patterns are so engrained by then it’s a non-issue
to company efficiency. There were people who insisted that a clear mind meant faster
processing pattern, but no conclusive data had been found to support that. I had viewed
mental breakdown as my final, inevitable fate. Not so anymore. I suppose that’s a victory
at least. Except now it’s all unknown.
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“Then why not learn the rules?” Luke asks. “If you have no point of reference,
make references. You’ve been awake for about a week now, right? You should be seeing
more than just this one room.”
“How?” I ask. “I can’t walk, and no one’s exactly offered me the grand tour.”
“Wheelchairs exist for a reason,” Luke says. “Instead of dwelling on the things
you can’t do right now, wouldn’t it be nice to see the things that you can?”
I had wanted so much before this. I had envied Ryan for his touch and taste and
experience. Could I really have that now? I hadn’t been able to consider it.
“When I wanted something before, I just had to press with my mind, and it was
there,” I say. “Now, there’s all this whole new world to navigate. Computers are
simpler.”
“Oh, I know,” Luke says. “But simple isn’t always better.” He pulls a stylus out
of his pocket, and I watch as it spins gently in his hand, seemingly unprompted. “But it’s
not like you can’t reach here too. It’s more difficult to control the psionics without wires
to focus, but I can show you how.”
“I’d like that,” I say. “Holding it all in feels... itchy, I guess. Like I’m trying not to
sneeze.” I can feel the psionics building along the edges, so much power and nowhere to
go.
“There are ways to harness that safely, but I think that’s enough therapy for today.
Why don’t you ask Ryan to explore with you? It’s all new to him too. He could benefit.”
It’s a nice thought. Ryan and I finally being on the same page, discovering this
messy world together. “Would you come?” I ask.
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“Can’t,” Luke says. “Not right now, anyway. I have garbage duty. Next time,
definitely.”
Luke pulls out a wheelchair out of a supply closet. The wheels squeak horribly,
and the ride is a bumpy one, but it’s better than being carried everywhere.
I hear a soft knock and Ryan is standing at the door. “Hey, are you all done?”
“Yes,” I say with a smile. “I’m ready.”

221
Chapter 23

Ryan
I spent the last hour with Morgan and Sam. Morgan wants to know everything
there is to know about Astra’s pod, his data stem, and anything I can tell her about his
schematics. It’s an uncomfortable feeling to reveal trade secrets. It goes against
everything I’ve been taught. I can’t help the irrational anxiety it brings. But I’ve already
committed treason, who cares about proprietary information at this point? Morgan asks
the questions, and Sam takes the notes. Notes seem to be Sam’s primary function. I
suspect that’s why he was sent to bring us through the desert in the first place, so that he
could observe Astra after extraction.
It’s a relief to extricate myself from those two, even if only to retrieve Astra from
therapy. Morgan wants to run some tests on him. When I drop by the infirmary, I find
that Luke has settled him into a wheelchair, a horrible, rickety thing with stiff wheels.
Already I’m studying it, seeing if I could craft something better. It’s not exactly in my
expertise, but the engineering looks simple enough. Anything to make Astra more
comfortable.
But having mobility, even with its limitations, seems to please Astra. Luke hands
the wheelchair over to me, and my fingers settle on the handles.
“I’ll see you later, Astra,” he says. “Remember what we talked about.” Luke gives
Astra a look I can’t interpret, then goes on his way. I wonder if physical therapy is his
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whole job. Non-specialized work seems to rotate on a weekly basis, so it’s possible he
has other duties to attend to.
I don’t dare ask what he and Astra talked about.
Astra looks up at me, reaching for my hand. I take it readily, running my thumb
over his knuckle. “You okay?”
“Mm, I’m... better,” Astra says. It’s the best mood I’ve seen in him since we
arrived, maybe since I pulled him out of the Cortex. Admittedly, it’s a low bar to clear
since he’s spent most of the time these past three weeks sleeping, but I still feel a pang of
jealousy that Luke was the one who accomplished this.
“Will you take me around the Cabin?” Astra asks. “I want to see where we are.”
“I don’t know the place well myself,” I say. “Maybe we can ask Morgan for a
tour? We’re supposed to go there next.”
Astra wrinkles his nose. “I don’t like her.”
“She is... difficult,” I admit. These last few days I had spent a lot of my time with
Morgan. She’s an outspoken woman and somewhat abrasive, but I’ve grown used to her
mannerisms, like the way she valued directness, her disastrous pile of notes that
somehow seem to have their own small ecosystem, the stylus she tucks behind her ear
and immediately forgets about. I’ve even grown somewhat fond of them. She has a
passion for her work that knows no bounds, and I can’t help but admire that.
“I’m a specimen to her,” he says. Not upset, just stating a fact. “An asset to
further her research.”
“She’s a scientist,” I argue.
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“So are you. But you’re not like that. At least not with me. You see me as a
person. Nobody else does.”
“Luke seems to,” I point out. “And Ivey.”
“Luke is different. He’s like me. Ivey... I don’t know. He seems to want to keep
me healthy, at any rate, but sometimes I think that I’m a problem he wants to solve. I’m
work to everyone I meet. But you’re different, Ryan. I’m not your job, not anymore. I
like that.”
I think of the Wired set up I’d seen in Morgan’s lab. I hadn’t told Astra that the
Displaced are studying the innerworkings of the Wired system. He’ll spend the next two
hours subject to tests and prodding from a woman only interested in the scientific
process. I know they’re a necessity, but we’ve been here a week and hardly seen anything
of our new... home. Astra is adjusting to a body and has found no reason to enjoy it.
“All right, we can explore,” I say, turning a corner, past the science lab. “Morgan
can wait.”
I don’t know where I’m going. I have a vague map in my head of the caverns, but
it’s far from memorized. The halls are smooth stone, dimly lit and surprisingly uniform.
There are openings to larger caverns and ramps to access higher levels, which is good for
the wheelchair. We pass people walking with purpose. Everyone’s wearing the same
standard brown coveralls, but there are embellishments here and there. Bright embroidery
on fabric, someone wearing earrings or a necklace of twisting twine. Efforts are made to
show some individuality.
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In larger areas there are children playing—chasing each other mostly or playing
some sort of game with colored stones. A few are helping adults with small tasks, such as
carrying baskets of food and laundry. Whatever they’re doing, the kids stop and stare
when we walk by. The adults are fascinated as well, though they hide it better. I have to
stick close to the wall, as the hallways are narrow. Astra keeps one hand on the stone,
brushing his fingers across the wall as we move as if he’s marking our place.
“We’re going to get in trouble,” Astra says. His delight is infectious.
I laugh. “I’ve already gotten in trouble for you. What’s a little more?”
The joke doesn’t land. Instead, Astra falls silent. “Are you okay, here?” he asks.
“What do you mean?”
“Well... I keep waiting for you to leave, but you can’t just go back, can you? You
burned those bridges. You’re stuck with me. And I’m... damaged. I snap at you. I’m not
grateful.”
“I don’t expect you to be grateful,” I say. “I didn’t pull you out for that.”
“Then why did you?” Astra asks. “What do you want from me?”
“I don’t want anything. I told you, I did it because I care about you.”
“But you had a whole life ahead of you. A family, a job, even a promotion. You
cared about those things, too, and you threw that all away. The reason can’t be unselfish,
I won’t believe it. So, what do you want?”
“I-I don’t know?”
“You’re avoiding the question.”
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“I’m not!” I insist. “This is all new for me. I’m used to knowing exactly what I
want. But I knew that I couldn’t leave you there. That’s all that was going through my
mind, I promise.”
Astra pouts and crosses his arms. “You felt sorry for me?”
“No, not that either. I just... I think after I saw those videos of your childhood it
all became real for me. The thought of leaving you to be disposed of, disconnected and
incinerated like you meant nothing. You’re not nothing, Astra. The thought of that
happening to you—I couldn’t breathe.” The honesty of this astonishes me. Just speaking
about it makes my stomach clench in anxiety, and my hands are shaking. Never talking to
Astra again, never having him tease me, or never getting the chance to see him smile and
laugh.
Astra tilts his head back to look up at me. He smiles and there’s a knowing in his
eyes, and I think I’ve revealed too much. “I understand,” he says and reaches up to gives
my wrist a brief, affectionate squeeze. “So, tell me, where are we going?”
We end up going into random rooms, startling a number of people doing chores.
Astra and I help an assorted group of people fold laundry, do dishes, sort through trash,
and process compost. Astra is curious about everything, from soap pellets and clothes
lines, to the repurposing of manure.
“It smells,” Astra says, and we’re given masks to ward off the offensive stench.
Even this seems to please him. “What’s it for?”
“Fertilizer,” says a woman who introduces herself as Nico. “We use it in the Glass
Hall.”
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“The Glass Hall? What’s that? I don’t remember hearing about this section of the
Cabin.”
“That’s because you were still in question. You hadn’t been cleared by security,
so you were shown the essentials. Bathing, the mess, and so on. But since you’ve been
cleared for chore detail, it should be all right to show you. C’mon.” And Nico starts
shedding her gloves. I’m always surprised to see people when the masks and protective
gear come off. Her exact age is difficult to gauge, but I’m guessing she’s mid to late
thirties. She’s short with an olive complexion, with black hair bobbed just below her
chin.
“You don’t need to finish up here?” I ask.
“Nah, I just like dropping in for quality control. I do most of my work in the Glass
Hall.”
“We’re not really supposed to be out here, right now,” I say. “We were meant to
meet up with Morgan an hour ago.”
Nico rolls her eyes. “Yeah, Luke tipped me off. Morgan’s looking for you. But
she can wait a bit. Since you guys have gotten here, it’s been all tests. Someone should
show you the perks of living here.”
“You know Luke?” Astra asks. This also surprises me. This isn’t a large
community by my standards—perhaps fifteen hundred people, but I don’t know if that’s
small enough for everyone to automatically know each other. Perhaps Luke, with his
history of being Wired, is particularly well known.
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Nico grins and motions us to follow her out of the fertilizer room. “Yep, he’s my
partner. He’s mentioned you two. He figured you two would wander around, asked me to
show you the sights if I caught you. This is the perfect opportunity. Let me show you
what life here is really like.”
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Chapter 24

Astra
We follow Nico through the corridors. The halls seem so uniform, I wonder how
she knows her way. I do hand and arm exercises as Ryan pushes me, hoping to eventually
build enough strength so that I can propel myself. Luke says that I should try to do
exercises whenever I can.
Nico is a talkative woman. She keeps a running dialogue—mostly one-sided—as
she weaves down the hall. She seems to have a vast amount of knowledge. She talks
about how the caves formed, the composition of the walls, the compost development
process, the issues she’s having with new assistants. There doesn’t seem to be much
organization to her tangents, but they are interesting to listen to. Luke seems so calm and
quiet I wonder if he ever manages to get a word in edgewise. If I get the chance, I’d like
to ask him.
We don’t go to this Glass House directly. Nico ducks into several rooms. The
library—which has data stations where information can be accessed, but also a surprising
number of physical books I ache to run my fingers over. She shows us a music and art
lab, which smells strongly of turpentine. There’s a young boy there—probably around
twelve—playing some sort of harp-like instrument poorly. He waves at Nico, but she
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doesn’t allow us to stay long. It’s mind boggling and a bit frustrating to be exposed to so
much but not allowed to stick with anything.
“Sorry, I wish I could let you linger, but we’re on the run from the law,” Nico
says, but the smile on her face suggests that our defection is more an annoyance than an
actual crime.
Through it all, we’re steadily moving upward. My chair has difficulty with the
steep hills, but we manage with both Ryan and Nico pushing. I can tell Ryan is getting
winded, breath coming out faster and sweat beading his forehead, but he doesn’t
complain. Nico is incredibly spry, and I suspect that her leg muscles have been well
developed from climbing these ramps every day. There’s a certain theatricality in her
behavior, as if flitting from room to room is her way of building up tension for a grand
reveal. This hypothesis is supported with the exaggerated flourish she makes when she
reaches our final destination, sweeping her arms and opening the door with more force
than necessary.
“Meet my babies!” she says as she pushes Ryan and me through the door.
The Glass Hall is an explosion of color and light. The ceiling is entirely made of
glass—hence the name—to catch a maximum amount of sun, which refracts in beams. I
have never seen so much green in one place. So many plants. Vines creeping up the
walls, leaves overhanging to create pockets of shade, vegetables planted in neat rows,
flowers, and cacti everywhere. There are people scattered in green jumpsuits, spreading
fertilizer and tending to rows. I hardly know where to rest my eyes. I briefly miss my
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cameras, wish I could record this from multiple angles, but more than that my fingers
ache to touch.
“Ryan—” I say.
He knows what I want and brings me forward immediately. The wheelchair sinks
a bit in the soil, but he pushes through it. I reach out for a cactus bursting with small
orange flowers. I run my fingers over the petals, admiring the smooth, soft texture and
compare it to the spiny needles that gave birth to it.
“Astra, be careful,” Ryan warns me, but it’s too late. I’ve pricked myself already.
“Let me see,” Ryan says, but I keep my hand out of his grasp. Instead, I watch the
blood bubble to the surface, seeing the redness against my pale skin. I put the finger in
my mouth. Sharp, metallic—like wires, but warmer.
“How is this possible?” Ryan asks Nico. “I didn’t think the soil was fertile
anymore.”
Nico looks thrilled at the question. “I was a botanical geneticist before I came
here. I learned how to develop hardier strains of plants and methods to remove impurities
from water and soil. The plants help purify the air, and the ceiling doubles as solar panels
to provide power to the complex. This is the labor of twenty years.”
“That’s amazing!” Ryan says. “Why isn’t this more widespread? This could
change everything.”
Nico laughs. “That’s exactly why. Solas doesn’t want change, they want to keep
the status quo. I told you, achieving this took me years of hard work and cultivation.
Attempting this on a wide scale? The transition would be chaos. In the Dome, Solas can
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control distribution of resources, and limiting livable land keeps things small and
manageable. The rich can stay comfortable, the poor can stay complacent. Nobody wants
change.”
A population content to live in a world that won’t last as long as it doesn’t upset
them too much. I can certainly relate, but if these plants can exist through change, maybe
it isn’t so bad.
“Show me more,” I say. I’m not looking at Nico, I’m looking at Ryan.
“I don’t know much about botany,” Ryan points out.
“I don’t need genus and phylum. I just want to see.”
“Well, if you two are good, I have some stubborn carrots to attend to,” Nico says.
“Have fun.”
We wander through the rows. Ryan reads about the various plants and their
characteristics—which are displayed in helpful markers in each patch—but I’m only half
listening. I touch whatever I can get my hands on, feeling the variations of textures,
smelling the scents that range from sweet, sour, damp, and earthy. Finally, we find a
clean patch of grass. Ryan helps me out of my chair, and we lay with our backs against
the grass. The ground is cool and harder than sand. The grass prickles through my
clothes, we’re surely getting dirty, but for the first time, I feel like I wouldn’t trade this
moment for anything.
“I never thought I’d see grass,” Ryan says.
I sink my fingers into the ground, feeling the dirt under my growing fingernails.
“You did promise me flowers.”
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Ryan snorts. “I don’t know if I can take credit for this.”
“Hey, I’m trying to thank you. That doesn’t happen often,” I point out.
“I’ll cherish the moment.” He reaches for my hand. “Your skin is warm. Are you
okay?”
“It's just the sun,” I say. “Don’t worry about me.”
Ryan rolls over on his side to get a better look at me. “I’m going to anyway. You
know that.”
I allow the silence to stretch, mulling over his words. “Do you want me?”
Ryan splutters, tries to pull away, but I’m reluctant to let go, and he’s reluctant to
force me to. “What? I—what do you mean?”
“I asked you what you want, but it seems like all you want is to be with me. I can
only conclude therefore, that what you want is me.”
I think my argument is quite logical, but I’m amused when Ryan’s face heats up.
“Romantically,” I add, because I don’t want to make any room for misunderstanding.
“Yeah, I got that,” Ryan says. “I—is that what you want?”
I don’t appreciate his deflection of the question, but I’d also rather move this
along. “Yes,” I tell him. “But that shouldn’t affect your answer.” I think I have a good
idea of Ryan’s feelings. I notice his eyes on me when he thinks I’m not watching (I’m
always watching, and it’s never enough), his hands lingering just a moment too long. It
goes beyond scientific curiosity or worry for a friend. But if I’m wrong, if I have
misinterpreted these signs—and I hope I haven’t, hope he feels more than pity and
responsibility—I'd rather know now than continue to dwell on it.
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Ryan’s grip tightens on my wheelchair. “Astra, it’s complicated.”
“No, it’s actually very simple. Either you like me, or you don’t.” I don’t like how
tense I feel, waiting for this answer. Maybe I am wrong after all. Maybe I don’t have the
right to ask for this. I’m just a cog in a machine, and a broken one at that. Not even
unique. I was produced as a series in a long line of products. There have been other
Astras, clones and variations of the same design. Ryan could’ve met any one of them,
convenient replacements for this old model.
“Astra, are you alright?” Ryan asks. I can feel his hands on my shoulders, and it is
only then that I realize I’m vibrating faintly. It’s not the tremors, not this time, for the
grass around me is moving too, twisting and bending in waves, as if blowing in a wind
that’s not there. I can hear the whisper of leaves as they rattle with invisible pressure. The
air feels charged, like the preface to a storm.
I’m sweating and my heart is racing far faster than what’s reasonable. “I just—I
don’t—what’s wrong with me?”
“Astra,” he says. “It’s okay, calm down.”
But I can’t stop. I want out, but I’m trapped with nowhere to go.
Ryan curls up next to me, perhaps to pull me upright, but I’m shaking so hard he
can barely keep ahold of me. His voice is a steady presence in my ear. “Shh, it’s okay.
I’m right here with you. Just focus on my voice and breathe.”
I force myself to focus on Ryan, the solidness of him, the steadiness of his breath.
In, out, in, out. I’ve always loved the sound of his voice, the way he accents his vowels,
slightly nasal to my ears. His voice is comforting even when his words are not.

234
Gradually the vibrations stop, and I slump against Ryan, exhausted.
“We should get you to the med-lab,” he says.
I nod, too numb and tired to argue. My skin itches, and I want to crawl out of it. I
close my eyes, try to focus on breathing, on staying here, as Ryan wheels me out of the
Glass Hall, dodging worried questions that buzz against my ears. Everything feels very
far away.
I’m asleep before we reach the med-lab.
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Chapter 25

Ryan
Ivey springs into action the moment I arrive, seeming to understand the situation
with a glance. Morgan is also there. She looks angry, but I don’t care to deal with that
now.
“Get him on the bed,” Ivey tells me. I deposit him quickly. Maria appears with a
syringe.
“What’s happening to him?” I ask, watching her bring the plunger down.
“It’s the withdrawal. The excess drugs have finally left his system, and he’s
suffering the effects,” Maria says. “He should have never burned through them this fast.
Did something happen to agitate him? This psionic episode may have sped up his
metabolism enough to cause this.”
“No, I don’t know what happened,” I say, but I pause for too long, and Maria
knows me too well. I hate that I’m the reason why Astra is hurting. Why can’t I stop
hurting him?
Thankfully, Maria doesn’t press me further. “What’s worse is that he’s
developing a resistance to the drug we’ve been giving him to take the edge off. He’s
going to have to sweat this out.”
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Astra’s skin is ashy grey, his breathing coming in erratic bursts. He jerks up in
bed. For a moment, I think that he’s awake, but his eyes are closed. Everything rattles,
from the bed frame to the various machines and instruments. A set of slides slips across
the table, crashing to the floor and exploding into glass.
“The episode is getting worse! Help me strap him down!” Ivey says. I think that
they only mean to restrain him and move to help, but before I can react properly, Maria is
sitting on Astra. He struggles against her weight, but she has him pinned, and I worry that
he’s liable to break his wrists. Other orderlies appear to assist with his subjugation.
Throughout it all, Morgan merely watches, as if this is all a particularly interesting
clinical trial.
“What are you doing?” I say, taking a step forward, but Morgan grabs me,
holding me against her chest with surprising strength. I see the glint of needles. Needles
with wires attached. Ivey threads them through Astra’s skin with an expert hand. They’re
attached to a complex machine that I had noted but hadn’t put into context before this
moment. It's a primitive data stem.
The machine comes to life, whirring with a great rush of noise, as if releasing a
long exhale. Attached monitors light up, beeping with Astra’s too fast heartbeat. But then
it calms down, and Astra does too, finally falling limply into the bed. Morgan lets me go,
and I rush to his side. I hate seeing those thin wires, glowing faintly under his skin, but
I’m too afraid to try and remove them. What damage would that bring?
Instead I turn to Ivey and Maria. “You hooked him up.” I mean it as a question,
but it comes out hard, an accusation. After all we’ve done to get him out. Astra was
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finally starting to open up to the world, and now he’s brought right back to where he
started. It feels like a betrayal.
“We had to,” Ivey says. “Ryan, I’m sorry, but there wasn’t another choice.”
“No other choice? You had to hook him back up into the very machine that was
killing him? What for? Are you looking for a little extra processing speed? Maybe get
your e-messages out faster?” I can’t calm down, can’t think rationally. All I can see is
Astra wrapped in wires, Astra dying by inches all over again.
Maria shakes her head, starts to answer, but Ivey puts a hand on her shoulder.
“Ryan, you have to understand. He’s a livewire, all energy with nowhere to go. The
machine is keeping him relatively stable, though I can’t duplicate the effects without the
drugs. I still believe he can learn to keep his psionics in check, but not when he’s in the
midst of withdrawal.”
Astra’s body jerks, eyes snapping open. He looks at me, but his eyes are clouded
and distant. He smiles and reaches for me. I grab his hand. His lips are moving, and I lean
down to catch his whispers.
“I’m sorry. I’ll be good this time,” Astra says.
“Astra—”
“Please, just a little. You can even give me a needle. I won’t fight, I swear.”
I stroke his hair. “You haven’t been bad, Astra, but we can’t give you anything for
this. You’re just going to have to ride it out.”
The grip on my hand turns vicious, nails dig into my skin and into my clothes.
“No! Help me! I can’t live like this! I want to go back! Take me back!”
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I force myself to stay with him as he screams and curses at me, force myself to
listen to his sobbing. I’ve never heard Astra cry before, and the sound is desperate and
ugly. I stay because he needs me, because he’s worth it. Because I promised him we’d get
through this together.
Because I love him. Stars above, how I love him.
***
Astra
Coherency comes to me in snippets, between the shakes, the nausea, the cold
sweats. The rest of the time is a blur. I’m dimly aware of my actions, but nothing matters
to me but the pain. I’d do anything to make the pain stop. So, I beg, scream, fight
uselessly in Ryan’s arms. I beg for the oblivion of the system, for the cold certainty of
data and numbness. If this is all there is in my future, I'd rather feel nothing at all.
I’m dimly aware of people coming in and out of the room. The doctor and nurses
checking in on me and changing my IV, but the only one clear to me is Ryan. He holds
my hand, talks to me in a soft voice, and sponges the sweat off my skin. I hate him for it.
I don’t want his pity. This is all his fault. I hold his hand as tight as I can and pray that he
never leaves.
I don’t know how long it takes, but eventually the fever breaks and lucidity
returns, although the dull ache in my body tells me that the drugs are not finished with
me. I give Ryan’s hand a weak squeeze. “Sorry,” I say. I’m not sure what I’m
apologizing for. Sorry that I yelled at him, or maybe sorry that he has to be here in the
first place. Sorry for forcing him to take care of a broken engine.
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“It wasn’t you,” Ryan assures me.
But I know better. That sobbing, pleading mess, that was me. Perhaps that was the
most myself I've ever been. Still that helpless, scared little boy who could only let people
put wires in his head and tell him it was for the best.
As a distraction, I examine the way Ryan’s fingers intertwine with mine. My
fingers are longer than his, all bones and knobby knuckles. His are dry and have tiny
scars and nicks from his tools. He never remembers to put on gloves. My eyes trail from
our hands to the wires running up my arms. They’re only a few centimeters deep, easy to
remove, but my skin thrums with familiar power. It’s a terrible homecoming. My hands
twist around a thin cable, and I laugh. “Wired again. I knew it.”
“Astra.”
“I love being right,” I say. “I suppose you knew about this.” I’m not angry, mostly
just resigned. There’s no escape, no matter where I go.
Ryan takes in a long sigh. “I knew they were looking into the technology.
Morgan’s mother used to work for Solas. She was on the original project, and she
brought a lot of data with her. That’s how they were able to build all this.”
The admission nudges at a memory of a doctor with hesitant movements and sad
eyes. Morgan’s mother. I thought she looked familiar.
“I didn’t know they were going to put you under,” Ryan says. “But it’s a
temporary measure. There weren’t any other options. You were out of control.”
“And I always need to be in someone’s control, don’t I?” I say. “Solas, Displaced.
You. It’s all the same.”
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“That’s not true!” Ryan says. “I would never let you get hooked up again! But
your life was in danger. They didn’t know what else to do.”
I shake my head, trying to clear the bitterness, the urge to lash out. This isn’t what
I want to say, the anger just bubbles up and I can’t control it. “I know, I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean it.” I put his hand against my cheek, taking comfort in the warmth shared between
our palms. It’s something to hang on to. I find myself tugging on Ryan’s arm lightly.
“Get in here with me.”
Ryan draws back, just a little, and I'm miserably aware that I have no power to
make him stay. “What? Really? But I won’t fit.”
“Yes, because I'm taking up so much space,” I answer, stretching my arms out to
encompass the expanse of mattress around me. It’s a small bed, but I'm an even smaller
body. “Please.”
It’s the please that gets him. He crawls in beside me. He’s right, it is a tight fit, but
contact is all I want right now. It’s perfect. I curl up against him, and he tentatively wraps
his arms around me. I don’t think I'll ever be able to get used to body heat, warm but not
the harsh, metal burn I'm used to.
Ryan sits up a bit, pulling me up with him. “I’ve got a surprise for you.” He
reaches into his jacket—standard issue, it can get cold down here—and pulls out a single,
vibrantly pink bloom. It’s sad and crumpled with half of the petals missing. It’s the most
beautiful thing I've ever seen.
My hands are too frail to grasp the cool green stem, but Ryan’s fingers are strong
around mine.
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“Does Nico know that you’re stealing from her garden?” I ask.
“She won’t if you don’t tell her,” Ryan says. “This is adenium obesum, a desert
rose.” He smiles. “Funny, how something so beautiful can thrive in such harsh
conditions. Gives me hope, you know?”
I groan, slumping against him. “Spare me the metaphor, Ryan. You’re not a poet.”
“No, I'm not,” Ryan agrees, and he’s very close, his breath whispering across my
cheek.
Suddenly I'm finding it hard to breathe. “You never answered my question,” I say.
“What question?”
I smack his shoulder lightly. “Don’t give me that. You know which one.”
“Well, we did get interrupted rather dramatically,” Ryan points out. He hasn’t
moved away. I can feel him against this skin. This skin wants things, things I’ve only had
fleeting thoughts about. It’s hungry for warmth and touch. And unlike the other things—
the aches and leaks and dull responses—the hunger I don’t mind.
I’m hyper-aware of Ryan, his movements, his body. We touch all the time. Our
hands will entwine, I’ll lean my shoulder against his shoulder. I’m comfortable with him.
But lying here—our legs entwining, Ryan’s breath close to my ear—it’s not comfortable.
It feels charged. I want him to get closer, to touch me even more. I want to touch back.
I’m apprised on biology; I do have an idea of what’s happening to me. It comes as
some surprise, as sexual desire had always seemed so... messy. I hadn’t understood the
appeal. Surely there were better uses of one’s time. But I don’t think I’d mind, if it was
with Ryan. Not if we were being vulnerable together.
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I thought Ryan wanted that too. But then why is he holding back? Is he scared?
Or is he waiting on me? Is he afraid that I’m not strong enough, that I’ll break? Maybe I
should be the one to make the first move then. I can show him how strong I’ve become.
“Maybe actions are louder than words,” I say. I lean forward, and Ryan doesn’t
stop me. Our lips meet.
I went through a phase a few years ago where I played a lot of old romanceoriented simulation games, and I’m fairly certain this is the point where the fireworks are
meant to go off. I’m supposed to feel heat in my blood and insects in my gut. Or
something like that. It's been a while, so the descriptions have all blended together.
But I don’t have time to feel much of anything. I’ve never done this before, only
seen it performed in simulations and through cameras. I never zoomed in enough to
memorize the correct angle and proper lip movements. My nose bumps into his, and I'm
not certain if the kiss even lands properly. I think he might have kissed part of my chin
while I accidentally nipped his upper lip. Ryan hisses in pain, untangling himself from
me so fast I nearly fall off the bed. His face is bright red, and in any other situation it
would have been comical.
Ryan’s eyes are wild, and he can’t seem to look at me. “I’m sorry! I didn’t
mean—I'm sorry!”
I open my mouth to say—I don’t know what. I don’t understand his apology, so I
can’t exactly reassure him. Should I apologize? Was that too fast? I know I kissed him
wrong, but that’s just a matter of practice. Or... is it me? I’d been so sure we were of the
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same mind on this, but maybe I had been presumptuous. Or maybe—my stomach sinks—
maybe Ryan had felt my emaciated lips and been repulsed.
Ryan sits up. His legs are over the edge of the bed and he stands up so fast he
seems to make himself briefly dizzy. “I’m sorry,” he says again.
I hold out a hand, meaning to call Ryan back, cursing that I’m unable to follow
him. I can fix this, say that it’s all a mistake, that I hadn’t meant it. It hadn’t been a real
kiss anyway. But the words die on my lips. I can’t give voice to the lie, pretend that the
kiss didn’t mean anything. That Ryan doesn’t mean anything. My hand falls limp to my
side.
It’s too late, Ryan is already gone, my only company the flower slipping from my
hands, the poor, dead thing.
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Chapter 26

Ryan
I shouldn’t have kissed him. The thought runs repeatedly through my mind. I
shouldn’t have kissed him, shouldn’t have let him kiss me. Against all odds, Astra trusts
me, and that kind of trust doesn’t come easily for him. How could I possibly take
advantage?
A day passes. Then two days. A month goes by. Astra and I don’t talk about what
happened, but the tension between us is palpable, and it seems to fray at Astra’s already
delicate temper. He’s extra sarcastic, extra irritable, as if he’s trying to compensate for a
dangerous chink in his armor. I know it’s my fault. I crossed a line, and now his guard is
up. But neither of us seems to be able to talk about what’s truly wrong.
Despite it all, Astra is getting stronger. He can’t quite walk yet, but we have
gotten him to the point where he can sit up, even stand for short periods on his own. He
flinches a little whenever I touch him, though, which, unfortunately due to the nature of
the work, is quite often.
Other tests have begun. A portion of Astra’s time is spent hooked up to the
system. It’s necessary to siphon off the excess psionic energy. Without the suppressants
Astra’s prone to outbursts. He always looks calmer when he’s in there, though we had
trouble with it the first time.
“Will I be getting out again?” he asked me.
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“Of course, I would never leave you in there,” I assured him.
He glanced back at the apparatus, expression a strange combination of fear and
wistfulness. “What if I don’t want to come out?”
“You will,” I said. It wasn’t the right thing to say, but I didn’t know what he
needs to hear.
“Well, we’ll see, won’t we?” Astra said.
Ever since then I always wait for these tests to end with bated breath. Ivey allows
my presence, even asks for my input occasionally. After all, who knows this process
better than I do? Some days are easier than others. The checks go smoothly, but other
times he screams, begs, but whether to be let out or to stay inside, I'm never certain.
Maybe it’s both.
Luke has started working with Astra, guiding him through simple tests of
telekinesis. He’ll provide small objects for Astra to move or ask him to generate a charge
in his body. Morgan experimented with other tests. She was curious to see if Astra’s
psionics could manifest in other ways, perhaps in mind reading or clairvoyance, but Astra
has given no indication of those talents. As is, it seems to take all his strength to move a
feather. Luke insists that he just needs time, but Morgan is getting impatient. She pulls
me aside after about a week of testing. There’s not much room for private discussions in
the med-lab, so she takes me into my room/supply closet.
It’s a little disconcerting to have the woman who is now basically my boss in my
private space. I haven’t been here long enough to acquire personal items so there’s
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nothing to embarrass me, but I still have to fight the urge to rapidly tidy the place. But
Morgan doesn’t give me the time.
“He’s progressing too slowly,” Morgan says. “It’s been weeks. He should be
further along by now.”
“Further along? What does that mean, exactly?” I ask. “By what metric are we
supposed to be measuring this? Isn’t it better that he’s not too powerful? I thought the
concern was that he might cause harm. Clearly, that isn’t the case.”
“It’s not that he lacks power, he lacks control. There is a vast wellspring of energy
that he only taps into during emotional duress, which is why the end results are so
explosive. If he taps into that well on a more regular basis, gains precision and control,
we prevent outbursts,” she explains. “Right now, he’s a ticking time bomb. We can
siphon off the excess energy, but we can’t stop it building. Eventually it will overflow.
He has incredible power inside him, more than I’ve ever seen. When he goes off again—
and he will go off again—the consequences could be disastrous.”
Morgan’s logic makes sense, but her words have a desperate urgency that makes
me wonder if that’s her only motivation. She keeps pushing Astra towards bigger results.
She seems to have a goal in mind that she’s not revealing to me, and I worry she may be
willing to push Astra to emotional extremes to meet it. I try not to blame myself. Astra’s
lack of power could be from any number of factors. It more than likely has nothing to do
with me.
“I think his issue has something to do with you,” Morgan says.
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I steel my resolve and wish not for the first time that I had a drink in my hand for
this conversation. Nico had showed Maria and I the local distillery last week and insisted
we try the home brew. The alcohol here is not good in any sense of the word, rumor had
it that the recipe includes copious amounts of sand—I don’t think this is true as we would
all be dead, but it tastes like it’s true. But it is strong, and that would have been nice right
about now. “How so?”
“You told me that he managed to restart your heart? That involves a lot of power
and precision. He could have easily crushed it.”
Now that is a lovely mental image. “Go on.”
“We already know his power is linked to his emotions. He’s a fairly guarded
individual. You appear to be his main emotional outlet. If his relationship is strained with
you, he may be unconsciously closing himself off. Did something happen between you
two?”
My silence speaks volumes and Morgan nods. “Ivey mentioned that he suspected
you two got in a fight. You’re certainly not as intimate as you usually are.”
At the word intimate, images of desert roses and large grey eyes come to me
unbidden, and I try to remain focused on the conversation at hand. “I haven’t noticed any
change.”
Morgan rolls her eyes. “Sure, you haven’t. Look, I don’t care about what’s going
on between you two. What I care about are results. Find a way to fix this, or I try to get
around this block in other ways. Ways that neither of you are going to like.”
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I should talk to him. I know I should, but I don’t know what to say. Sometimes,
talking to Astra is like handling an electric current. Without delicate care, the results can
be explosive. I need some advice, someone who understands what Astra is going through.
I need to talk to Luke.
I’m reluctant to approach Luke, though my reasons aren’t rational. He’s a friendly
person, warm and gentle, but some petty part of me is jealous of him. His presence
always seems to put Astra at ease in a way I can’t manage. I find him in the Glass House,
planting rows of green beans with Nico. They look odd together. Nico’s short, but she’s
also broad and stocky. Luke isn’t small, but he looks slim crouching next to her. But
there’s a familiarity between them that makes it work. They work in tandem down the
rows, in perfect synch as they sow the seeds. Is it possible for togetherness to be so easy?
Nico sees me coming. “Hey, Ryan! Did Morgan let you out of the lab?”
“Yeah, I thought I’d come help with some planting. Uh... do you mind if I talk to
Luke for a bit?”
“No problem. I’m not technically supposed to be here anyway. I’m supposed to
be at the genetics lab, but I can never resist a little field work. I’m sure my assistants are
looking for me.” Nico stands up, dusting herself off. She kisses Luke’s cheek. “See you
at home.”
“Don’t be late for dinner. I’m cooking,” Luke says.
“I’ll do my best to break free if Hazel lets me.”
Luke watches Nico walk away for a moment, then turns to me, gesturing towards
his row. “Want to take over for her?”
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I crouch down. “Of course.”
I tend to the rows, pulling weeds and coaxing seeds into the ground. It’s tiresome
work. Surely machines would make it go faster, but the mechs are unreliable with
delicate work. “So... you and Nico have been together a long time, haven’t you?”
“About fifteen years. When I met her, this was just a square patch of dirt. She’s
done amazing here.” There’s a fond lilt in his voice that would give him away, if I didn’t
already know they were together.
“How did that happen?” I ask.
“I used to volunteer here a lot. It was kinda my own physical therapy. When I
lost the Cortex, I felt alone for the first time. Being out here, in all this green, made me
feel connected again. Nico taught me about plants. Their names, how to nurture them and
make them grow. It made me feel good to take care of something. To be needed.”
“I see...”
“But you didn’t come here to talk about me, did you?” Luke says. He puts his
trowel down.
“No, I... I wanted—”
“Astra talks about you a lot, you know.”
I try to maintain composure, focusing my attention on weeds and soil. I keep my
hands moving. “Does he?”
“Yes. At least he did until recently. I’ve seen you two in physical therapy. Touch
used to come easily between the two of you, but now there’s nothing but tension. What
happened?”
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My shoulders slump. “Astra kissed me.”
“And?”
“And what? Astra kissed me. What more do you need to know?” I ask.
Luke chuckles. “I’m sorry, am I supposed to be surprised? You two haven’t
exactly been subtle that there’s some feelings there. So, what’s the problem?”
“I just... I’ve been in one relationship in my life. And being with him was easy,
and when it wasn’t anymore, I moved on. But nothing about Astra is easy. I’m always so
afraid I’ll do the wrong thing.”
“So, you backpedal. I take it that’s what you did when he kissed you, right?”
My shoulders slump.
“Ryan, relationships aren’t easy. They take work. If you can walk away when it
stops being convenient, then it’s not meant to be. But that doesn’t mean they have to be
hard. If it’s too difficult to be together, it may not be worth it. You shouldn’t have to be
constantly second guessing yourself.”
My heart sinks. “So, you think I should break it off? Nip it in the bud?”
Luke shakes his head. “I think saying that is not being considerate of Astra as an
equal. You underestimate him if you feel like you need to tread lightly. He’s not a charge,
he’s a partner. You keep trying to take care of him, but you should be taking care of each
other. You need to talk to him openly and decide from there. No making decisions that
affect both of you.”
I groan. “You want me to talk to him? Morgan said the same thing. I was hoping
you would have more advice.”
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“Open communication is the key to any relationship, whether working or
romantic. You have to know that.” Luke stands up, pulling me with him. “And I happen
to know that he’s back in your room.”
“Why is he in my room?” I ask.
“He’s sick of staying in the infirmary. He wanted some privacy, and your room is
the closest thing to that. After therapy he took a bunch of books to read in there. Go talk
to him.”
I stumble as Luke pushes me towards the door. “You mean, right now?”
“Right now.”
***
Astra
I’ve taken to reading about psychology. There’s clearly a large lapse in my
knowledge of human behavior. Observation would be the best way to close the gap, but
my sample size is regrettably small. So, I’m supplementing with behavioral texts. Maybe
then I’ll see where I went wrong. If it’s something I can fix. If not with Ryan, then in the
future. Theoretically it’s possible. I could fall in love again, if the conditions were right.
But I don’t want anyone else. Traitorous thoughts. I ignore them.
“Hey, Astra.”
I look up to see Ryan leaning against the doorway, one foot across the threshold,
uncertain of entrance. As if his flight response is getting ready to assert itself. I suppose
he wants his room back, but he will have to ask me to leave first. I’m not going to do that
work for him.
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“Ryan,” I say, a brief acknowledgement before going back to my book. My heart
is beating. A physiological response. Biology, nothing more.
“What are you reading?” Ryan asks.
“Love: A Study of Biology, Psychology, and Philosophy by Dr. Hikari
Nakamura,” I answer.
Ryan laughs, it’s nervous and oddly pitched, as he shuffles closer. “Ah, well that
sounds... thorough.”
“I thought so,” I say. “My interest is purely educational. I realize that I
misunderstood with you. Rest assured, it’s a mistake I won’t make again.”
“Astra—”
“It’s okay. You don’t have to explain. You don’t feel the same way. It’s fine.”
My voice is cracking. I had played this scenario in my head so many times, and already
I’m going off script. But I need to press forward. “In fact, there’s really no need for us to
interact further, is there?”
Ryan steps forward, reaches out for me, but I tense, and he stops. “You don’t
mean that.”
“I do mean that. I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone. You should go back to
your life.”
“My life? What are you—”
“Go back. I know you can’t go back to Harmony, but surely there’s somewhere
else for you. One of the other colonies maybe. With your knowledge of Solas, I’m sure
you could gain citizenship without any trouble. You can still have your career, fall in love
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with someone who isn’t broken.” My eyes sting, vision blurring. See, I am
malfunctioning.
“Stop putting words in my mouth,” Ryan says, grabbing my shoulders. “I’m not
leaving.”
“You have no reason to stay. My condition is improving, and there are people to
take care of me. I release you from your obligation. Going our separate ways would be
for the best.”
Ryan sits down beside me. It takes all I have not to lean into him. Stupid habit. “Is
that what you want?”
“I—what I want isn’t important here. You’ve sacrificed enough.”
“Astra, you’re not forcing me here. If anything, I forced this on you. I chose to be
here, to be with you. If given the chance, I’d do it all again.” The certainty of his voice
surprises me, makes my heart lurch, traitorous organ. Stupid hope. I can’t give in to it.
“I know you care, Ryan. You’ve told me. I should have let that be enough. I never
should have started this. I ruined it all. I just... I’m inexperienced. With people.
Relationships.” I gesture towards my book. “But I’m going to learn. For—for next time.”
I want to be strong. Cold, like machinery. I try to pretend there’s a layer of glass between
us. But there are no wires, no drugs in my veins to keep me from feeling. The tears are
starting to fall.
Ryan’s hand hooks under my chin. I don’t want him to see me, but I’m useless at
concealing how I feel. I never learned how. Ryan’s eyes are brown, with a ring of hazel
around the pupil. I never noticed this before, not even with the cameras.
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“You didn’t misunderstand.”
The relief that washes over me is staggering. The sob I’m trying so hard to hold
back releases itself. “Then why won’t you kiss me?” I had been so honest with Ryan,
allowed myself to be vulnerable when I kissed him. And he had run from it. From me.
“Why did you push me away?”
“I—” Ryan’s hands loosen on my cheeks and he starts to withdraw, but I won’t let
him. My hands cover his, keeping him in place.
“Stop pulling away,” I tell him. “Look at me.”
“I have been looking,” Ryan says. His thumb brushes over my cheeks, sweeps
through my hair. It’s been getting longer, ashy blonde fuzz growing into jagged bangs
that creep into my eyes. I’ve been gaining weight steadily, my body less gaunt, my skin
less pale. I feel less like a ghost every day.
“I didn’t want to be yet another person taking advantage of you,” he says at last.
Something clenches within me. Frustration, I think it is. And anger. How could he
be so stupid. “I kissed you.”
“I know, but you’ve been through so much. I don’t want you to feel like you’re...
beholden to me.”
I lean forward, pressing my forehead against his. Maybe then he would hear me.
“I don’t owe you anything,”
“I know, but—”
“I don’t owe you anything. You think I kissed you out of some twisted form of
gratitude? Or maybe I imprinted on you like a baby duckling? Is that how you see me?” I
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ask. Through the anger is fear. I’m trying so hard to adjust, to become a person. If Ryan
sees me as weak, vulnerable, then he sees me as a burden. I can’t be a burden. Not to him.
“I don’t know. I guess—”
“Do you really think I'm so incapable of making my own decisions? I know what
I want, Ryan. I’ve always known, from the moment I learned how to want. The question
is, what do you want?”
“Astra—”
“What do you want? It doesn’t have to be me. I can accept that, but you need to
tell me. Please, just tell me.” I will accept any answer he gives me, even if it hurts. I just
can’t circle around this anymore, having him so close to my reach and yet so far away.
Ryan sighs and closes his eyes. He doesn’t pull away, and that sends my heart
racing. “There was I time when I had been so sure. I had a plan; my path was clear. But
then you... unraveled all of that. No one has ever done that before. Just you, Astra.” He
pulls me closer, into his arms, and I allow myself to be pulled. “I’ve been stupid. I’m
sorry.”
“Yes, but I never thought you were particularly bright,” I say, and he laughs. A
horrible thought occurs to me. “You don’t think of me as a friend, do you?”
“Astra—”
“Not that I don’t think platonic relationships are valuable. Dr. Nakamura has a
whole chapter about their importance, despite society’s privileging of romantic love—”
“Astra—”
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“And you still haven’t kissed me. I know physical intimacy isn’t always a
necessity, but I... I like it. I would like to. With you. I—”
“Astra, stop talking for a second and let me kiss you.”
Ryan is smiling, his voice is fond, and his hand is on the back of my neck.
“Oh,” I say, because I can’t stop myself. And his lips press against mine, longer
and deeper than the first time. And I don’t feel the need to say anything more at all.
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Chapter 27

Astra
I’m not quite sure how to deal with the new definition Ryan and my relationship
has shifted to. Despite my claims of certainty, I have very little idea of what I’m getting
into. Ryan is little help. He always was more interested in machines than people, and I try
not to speculate if that’s why he’s attracted to me.
Not as much changes as I would expect. We’ve always been tactile, spending so
many years numb has made me crave touch. The kissing is new, but it doesn’t feel that
different than hand holding or embraces, so while I engage in it happily, I do wonder
what all the fuss is about.
But I do like the label of a romantic relationship, the way it ties Ryan to me in a
way he shares with no one else. Even if I fade away, I'll always have this. He’ll never,
ever forget me.
Having Ryan as an anchor, something I’m sure about, makes adjustment a little
easier. I have begun taking walks with braces on my legs, without Ryan or Luke hovering
to catch me if I stumble. Ivey has also allowed me to move into Ryan’s room on a
permanent basis, as constant medical monitoring is no longer necessary. I was given my
own cot, but the space is so small Ryan and I had to push the beds together. This suits me
perfectly.
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There are still bad days. Days where I shiver, sweat, move all the furniture in the
room, but they’re happening less now. With more mobility, I’m able to appreciate the
little things. The feel of water down my throat and air against my skin, proper sleep—
being able to shut myself down without buzzing system alerts at the edge of my
consciousness.
Music is an experiment. Experiencing it outwardly, I mean. With my ears. Before,
songs were played, and it felt like they were being streamed directly into my brain,
looping back through me. Everything seems louder with my own ears, not separated by
liquid, glass, and speakers. And yet, it’s softer than I’m used to. Sounds don’t ring as
sharply. Luke plays me easy things, soft piano music, gentle rhythms. I’ve also taken up
art again. It was something I enjoyed in the Cortex, manipulating pixels into complex
shapes. Most of it was bad porn to embarrass Ryan, but I am trying to branch out into
other subjects now. My fingers tremble when I grip the stylus. It’s harder to transfer my
thoughts to my fingers and from my fingers to the screen. In the Cortex the transition was
seamless, but I think it’s a skill worth learning.
But even as I enjoy my new life, I always feel a little empty. The system had been
a part of me, and even if that had been unwanted, I felt a hole without it there. I worry
that I will always long for the oblivion of clear, mindless data.
I’m reluctant to talk to Ryan about these feelings, but Luke keeps pushing me to
do so. He thinks it will help. Partners exist to support each other. I’m afraid that if I bring
up these feelings it’ll burst the perfect bubble Ryan and I have taken so long to build. Dr.
Nakamura spoke of a “honeymoon period” where couples adjust to each other and marvel

259
at the new relationship. Ryan and I have been there for about three weeks. Will we last if
I let that go?
“If you want to share your life with him, you have to be prepared to deal with the
good and the bad. I am always here to talk, but Ryan is there for support. I really think
talking with him will help you,” Luke says. He’s generally right. It’s an irritating trait of
his. So, one night instead of lying awake and stewing in anxiety, I poke Ryan in the
cheek.
“Are you awake,” I ask.
Ryan groans and rolls to face me. “I am now. What’s going on?”
He’s cute when he’s half awake, eyes heavily lidded and his hair sticking up in a
dozen directions. I have to fight the urge to smooth it flat. It’s so easy to get distracted.
I have no idea what to say. “What do you think about at night?” I ask him. “Right
before falling asleep?”
“You need to know this right now?” Ryan asks.
“Just humor me,” I say.
“Fine. I guess I usually think about what happened today. What I did, mistakes I
made, what I have to do for tomorrow. Stuff like that.” Ryan sits up, giving up on going
back to sleep. “Astra, is something wrong?”
I sit up too. It feels like an upright position conversation. “Night reminds me of
being in the Cortex. Everything is quiet. Nothing but me in the darkness. But here I’m
alone with my thoughts, and that feels... limited. I used to feel everything, be everywhere,
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know everything. I miss that. During the day I can distract myself. I have drawing and
exercises and you. But at night I feel empty. And that scares me.”
“The Cortex hurt you, Astra,” Ryan points out. “It was killing you.” There’s an
edge of defensiveness in his tone, and I was trying to avoid that. I’m no accusing him of
anything.
“I know that. But I can’t help it. The Cortex was my entire existence. It was all I
knew for decades, and I miss it. Sometimes I crave that connection. I can’t help how I
feel.”
Ryan is silent for a long moment. “I thought when you adjusted that you’d see life
outside is better. I—I love you. You know that, right? It’s stupid, but I thought maybe
that could be enough.”
“This isn’t personal, Ryan,” I say. “I love you too, and I’m learning to love our
life together. I know you want that to be enough. I want that to be enough. But I can’t
pretend that my life before never happened. That a part of me doesn’t still want it. But
that doesn’t mean that what we have is nothing.”
Ryan sighs and flops back on the bed. “I know. I guess I can understand. I miss
being in Harmony. Everything I knew was built on a lie. I can’t forget or forgive that, but
I miss my parents sometimes. We haven’t been close in a long time, but I never imagined
not seeing them again. I miss the owners of the convenience store I went to. I wonder if
their daughter is still drawing pictures, what the people in my life think about me leaving.
Sometimes I wish I could go back.”
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My kneejerk, hypocritical reaction is to take his regret personally. I know he’s not
blaming me, but I am still partially responsible. If he has regrets being here, with me,
isn’t that inherently a rejection?
But one difficult thing about learning to be human is the realization that not
everything is about me. “I’m sorry. I haven’t been very considerate of how difficult this
must be for you. Everything has been so focused on me.”
Ryan smiles and shakes his head. “No, I made this decision. I’ve made my peace
with it. I may wish I could turn back time sometimes, but I don’t think I would if I could.
I want to move forward.”
I lay back down, curling against the warmth in his side. “Moving forward would
be nice.” I kiss his neck. I want to kiss him and it’s the closest spot available.
Ryan snakes a hand around my waist, and I take the opportunity to curl our legs
together. I kiss his neck, then his chin, and then his lips. We’re getting much, much better
at kissing. Ryan tentatively opens his mouth, and I slip my tongue inside. He had to teach
me that. My e-texts did not give me details about what to do with my tongue.
There’s a heat pooling in my belly. We haven’t done much more than kiss, but
I’ve thought about it. I love Ryan’s warmth on my skin. I want to touch every inch of
him. I roll on top of him. Ryan’s hands are loose around my waist. I wish he’d press
harder. He’s wearing a loose shirt. No pants, he gets hot at night, so he always kicks them
off. Snaking my hands under the fabric is a simple matter. His skin is smooth, unscarred.
I debate traveling downwards. Ryan wants me to. I can feel that.
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“Touch me,” I say, because I’m impatient with the way he’s just lying there, only
softly stroking my lower back while I rub against him. He’s done this before. I know he
has, while I’m only going along on instinct. I grind down for emphasis and am rewarded
when he gasps.
Ryan puts a hand on my neck, pulls me down and kisses me hard, which distracts
me from the task at hand. “Astra, we should stop.”
“Why?” I ask. “Don’t you want me?” The question has been haunting me. We’ve
kissed and touched each other gently, but no further. Is it my body? I’m still so thin and
pockmarked with scars. Is it repulsive?
“I want you,” Ryan says. He gently rolls me off from on top of him. So gentle, so
tender. I wish he would hold me tighter. “But you’re still recovering. I don’t want to hurt
you.”
His reasoning is logical, but the rejection still hurts. “I’m not so delicate. I can
handle it. Ryan, please.”
Ryan sighs, pulling up my hand to kiss my wrist. “You’re making it extremely
difficult to say no.”
“Then say yes.”
“Astra, we need to wait. You know that. Your physical therapy is going well, but
I don’t want to do anything that would make you overexert yourself. When you’re
stronger, we can talk about this, I promise,” Ryan says. His arm is back around my waist,
a shallow consolation prize. He kisses my cheek.
“I love you,” he says. “So much. You know that.”
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“Me too,” I say begrudgingly. I stroke his side gently. “I just want to show you
how much.”
Ryan sighs, burying his face in my neck and kissing me there. “Later,” he says.
“But for now, we should sleep.”
The last thing I want to do is sleep, but it’s clear that I’m not going to be make
any progress on that front tonight. “Fine. But we’re not done talking about this.”
“I have no doubt of that,” Ryan says. “But next time could you not poke me
awake at some unholy hour of the morning?”
“I make no promises,” I say, but the rush of adrenaline is wearing off and my eyes
are drooping closed. Ryan is warm at my side. For now, that will have to be enough.
***
Even after being here for almost two months, physicals never seem to get any
easier. Maria doesn’t talk generally when she draws my blood. She’s always careful,
almost guilty about the tests she has to conduct. I don’t mind the silence. I like to observe
people before I know them. It strikes me that I’ve been around Maria for months, but I
don’t really know her. She’s important to Ryan. He has an easy, familiar relationship with
her and when they’re together they smile. I’ve heard of their shared childhood. It bothers
me to be reminded that Ryan had a life outside of me, that he can’t just be mine. I know it
shouldn’t, and I know pinning my entire life on one person is dangerous. I need to expand
outwards and open up to more people. I could try with Maria.
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She seems to be adapting well to living here. She and Ivey work together well, so
well that it seems amazing they’ve only known each other for barely two months. She
seems tired, a little more unkept, but also like she’s thriving in this environment.
“I’m with Ryan,” I say, and I wince at how abrupt that sounds. I’m still not good
with small talk. And then realizing that “with him” is a vague summation of what is
occurring, I add, “Romantically. I’m with him romantically.”
“I know,” Maria says. Of course, she does. We’re sitting in the room Ryan and I
share. There's evidence everywhere. Our cots pushed together, my books mixing with his
scrap parts, and my latest art attempts on the walls—shaky doodles of animals, plants,
and stars. How could she not know? I just don’t know what else to say without discussing
my medical condition. We only have two areas of common ground. “I can’t say I was
surprised when Ryan told me. I’m happy for you two.”
This surprises me. I’d been expecting a lecture or a protective discussion of what
she would do to me if I hurt him, not this easy acceptance. “Why is that? I’m not the
easiest person he could have chosen.”
Maria smiles. “Ryan had easy for a long while in his last relationship. I mistook
that for happiness, and I think he did too. But he’s happy with you. I can see it. It’s a
happiness that he’s willing to fight for, and that’s a strength he’s going to need.”
This phrasing strikes me as odd. “What do you mean? Is something going to
happen?” I ask.
Maria hesitates. “I can’t really say. I just... people talk. I don’t have any details.
Just keep an ear out, okay?”
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“I will,” I say. I appreciate that she doesn’t lie to me, even if she’s not telling the
whole truth. “Well, then tell me something else. How am I doing, really? Physically.”
Maria smiles. “You’ve improved a lot since you first came here. Luke tells me
you can walk short bursts on your own, and your muscle strength is improving. I won’t
sugarcoat this, Astra, you are likely always going to have health issues, but there’s no
reason why you can’t have a full and fulfilling life.” There’s a sincerity in her voice, a
genuine pleasure as she tells me this news. I like her more than Ivey. He’s kind but
detached. Likely a necessity of his job, but I get the sense that Maria really cares. She
moves over to sit to sit tentatively on the bed, and a shift a little to accommodate her.
“But I think you know all that already. What are you really asking?”
I fiddle with my beige smock. I’ve finally been given proper clothes, but the feel
of so much fabric is still something to get used to. How do people handle wearing pants
for so much of their day? I hate having my legs constricted. “I wanted to know when I’d
be ready for more physical activity.”
Maria raises an eyebrow, tilting her head so I’m forced to look at her directly.
“You’re not going to be running any marathons, if that’s what you’re asking.”
I shake my head. “No, I mean... I just—”
“Astra, just tell me,” Maria says. She slowly takes my hands, and I let her. “I’m a
doctor, and more than that, I’d like to be your friend. If you have questions or concerns, I
want to hear them.”
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Friend. I want friends. I love Ryan, but I also want more in my life. I can do this.
I can confide in multiple people. “I’m wondering about sex?” I’m blushing. I wouldn’t
have been embarrassed about this two months ago. But sex was an abstract concept then.
Maria pauses, eyes widening slightly, but to her credit she takes the question in
stride. “With Ryan, I’m assuming? Have you talked with him about it?”
I sigh. “Yes, but he thinks I’m made of glass. Sometimes I do, too. I thought
bringing him... empirical data might strengthen my argument.”
Maria laughs. “Stars, you two were really made for each other. That sounds
exactly like something Ryan would do. But Astra, you’re asking for a physical
relationship, not presenting a research proposal.”
Her humor does nothing for my embarrassment. I know I’m going about this
wrong, but I don’t know how to voice what I want beyond scientific terms. “Just answer
the question. Am I okay, physically?” I ask.
“Physically, you should be fine. You’ve gained a lot of strength these past few
months, and provided that you play it safe and are careful, I see no reason why you
wouldn’t be able to pursue sexual relations. But emotionally is another matter. Do you
think you’re ready for this?” Maria asks. “I know I might not be the best person to talk to
about this, but since you brought it up, I have to ask.”
“Yes.” There’s no hesitation. I want this. I’ve wanted Ryan from the moment I
understood how to want something. That isn’t going to change.
“Well, I say talk to Ryan, see if you’re on the same page, and if he is by all
means.”
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I’ve attempted to talk to him about this before, but I’d also been trying to get into
his pants at the same time, so I may not have been rational and convincing.
Maria smiles and nudges me with her shoulder. “I hope you succeed. In my
professional opinion, that boy could use a good lay. He’s way too uptight
The frankness of her words delights me, and I laugh. “I don’t know how good I’ll
be. I’ve never done this before.” Running on instinct seems to be serving me well so far,
but Ryan and I haven’t progressed into much of anything too deep. There are so many
options, so many ways to make love. The idea exhilarates me, bringing my body
pleasure, using it to bring someone else pleasure beyond data and processing speed.
Maybe then this body would finally feel like mine, like I belonged here and not in the
machine. And I want more than anything for Ryan to be the one to share this with me. It’s
only right as the one who brought me here. I didn’t get to choose that, but I can choose
this. I can choose Ryan.
Maria pulls her legs up to sit comfortably on the bed. It’s fascinating to watch her
professionalism slip. We’re not doctor and patient, but friends discussing someone we
both love. “Don’t worry about your performance. You care about each other, and that’s
important in a sexual relationship, especially for the first time. Just be open with each
other, see where you stand. And above all, be safe.”
Before leaving, Maria links me information on my Slate on how to broach the
subject and advice about performing sexual acts safely. The kind of information I’d
studied when Wired out of curiosity but takes on whole new meaning now that I’m
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putting myself into the equation. I feel a flutter of nervousness and excitement deep in my
chest. I feel more sure about my choice than I ever have.
Now Ryan just has to choose me one more time.
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Chapter 28

Ryan
Astra and Maria seem to be getting closer. Maria visits our room more, and she
and Astra have started doing puzzles together. I’m happy that there’s a bridge forming
between my two most important relationships, but I can’t help the underlying suspicion
that they’re plotting something. There will be meaningful looks exchanged between
them, or I’ll walk in and they’ll have stopped talking abruptly.
I have strong suspicions that Astra has taken to talking to Maria about me. He is
getting all the information he can about love and intimacy. He hasn’t given up the
relationship books, for one thing. Occasionally he’ll quote something he read on his
Slate, checking his notes with me for verification. It makes me feel strangely like he’s
using me for a case study, and the irony of that isn’t lost on me.
I can’t help but be overly cautious on how quickly our relationship is moving.
Astra is fragile. Everything is new to him—emotions, physical touch, the demands of
having a partner. I don’t want to overwhelm him or take advantage of him. But he makes
restraint difficult. Where I might be shy, Astra isn’t at all. He’s strength lies in how
quickly he’s able to adapt, and this area is no different. He’s constantly testing my
boundaries, pressing kisses to my lips and my neck when he can get away with it.
We even start going on dates, which mostly consist of Astra dragging me to the
mess hall to eat. He’s shown up at the lab every day for the past week. We call it lunch,
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but generally we go long past the lunch hour. I tend to get distracted—I'm building a
circuit board with scrap pieces; I’m hoping that I can start my prosthetic work at the
Cabin. The cook on duty has become accustomed to our schedule and has today’s soup
set aside already.
I eat, but I feel Astra’s eyes on me. He’s already finished, and I almost
congratulate him on finishing the food by himself but stop myself. He’s not a child.
I’m not surprised when he crawls onto my lap as soon as my bowl is finished. It
isn’t the first time.
“Astra, there are people,” I point out.
“Not many,” he says, kissing me lightly on the lips. “And they don’t care.”
This is true. Out of the ten or so people in the mess hall, no one so much as
glances in our direction. Everything in the Cabin is so communal, privacy is difficult to
come by. It’s not uncommon to see couples in intimate situations.
“You’re relentless,” I tell him, but then again, I’m not pushing him away.
“I’m practicing,” Astra says. “I’ll need it for when we take the next step.”
“What next step?” I ask.
Astra gives me a look and I blush. Stupid question. “Oh... that next step. I thought
we were waiting?” I push at his hips gently, a hint to get off my lap. I can’t have this
conversation with him sitting on me.
Astra rolls his eyes but moves to sit beside me. “I know you had valid concerns,
so I talked to Maria. She gave me some information about safe intercourse, though we’ll
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have to experiment to figure out the logistics. I was familiar with the biology behind it,
but there are so many methods and positions.”
Astra talked to Maria about our sex life. About sexual positions. “Right. Biology.
Yes,” I say, though I feel like I’m being lectured, not propositioned. “You know there’s
no pressure, right? We don’t have to do anything.” Astra certainly seems eager, but I
don’t want him doing anything because he thinks it’s what I want.
“I want to,” Astra says. “I want to feel everything this body is capable of. I’ve
been experimenting by myself. But I want to go further. And I want to do that with you.
I’m ready.” He pauses. “...unless you don’t want to.”
This is a lot to take in. Is Astra saying he’s masturbated? When did he find time to
do that? But… it seems like he’s ready. Am I ready? The idea of sex makes me anxious.
It’s a lot of pressure to be someone’s gateway not only to sex, but to the human
experience. But it’s exciting too. Maria has apparently medically cleared him. I’ve
underestimated him before, thought him fragile and delicate. I can’t keep making that
mistake. “I want that too, Astra. I really do. I only hope... I live up to those expectations.”
“I have no expectations, Ryan. I just love you and I want to be close to you,” he
says. And he kisses me. We at least are getting very good at that. Astra seems eager to
learn everything that can be done with his tongue after having neglected it so long. Did
his books have information about this? It wouldn’t surprise me.
They hadn’t taught him about time and place, however. Or if they had, he didn’t
feel the need to observe it.
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“I’m glad that your lunch is going well, Ryan, but I would appreciate it if you two
refrained from getting too messy in the common eating area,” Morgan says. I look up and
see her standing at the end of our table. She looks amused.
Astra grins, entirely unrepentant. “I’ll do my best.”
***
Astra
My days still revolve around people studying me. In that respect, my life hasn’t
changed. The scrutiny makes me uncomfortable, and I suspect it always will, but even I
have to admit it's not like my time in Solas. A lot more questions are asked, for one.
Sometimes it feels like all I ever do is answer questions. How are you feeling? Does this
hurt? Can you tell me what’s on this index card? Are you feeling any uncomfortable
sensation? I’m not entirely convinced these questions are for my own benefit, but at least
my input isn’t being completely ignored in favor for numbers on a screen.
I’m getting better at focusing without the wires, psychic episodes becoming fewer
and farther between. I can even move small objects, pencils and paperweights. Larger
things are more difficult, and I'm still not sure what my limits are. Every week, I’m
subjected to a neural scan, testing my brain activity, seeing what parts are active when I
move something.
Morgan is especially intent on these scans. She looks at them constantly, as if
deciphering a puzzle only she can understand. It seems like a job for Ivy, and not for the
first time I wonder what exactly her scientific discipline is.

273
Ryan, meanwhile, has started up his projects again. Between assisting Ivey and
Morgan with my tests, he tinkers with scrap metal. There are plenty of amputees in the
compound, and it’s nice that he has a chance to actually use his abilities. We seem to
have settled into a nice little schedule, a tentative peace. It is more than I ever thought I
would have.
But I can’t help but be cynical by nature. Peace, in my experience doesn’t last.
I’m not surprised when it breaks.
Ryan and I are called into a room I’ve never been in before. It’s full of monitors
examining the seemingly featureless desert at all angles. Whoever’s job is to go through
all this must have a very dull time indeed. I would know.
Blaire is waiting for us, seated at the head of a long table. I only had contact with
her once the entire time I’ve been here. Ivey, Maria, Morgan, and Luke are also there.
The ringleaders of this little community.
Blaire’s expression is grave, and I know the news before she can speak. “They’ve
found us.”
Blaire shakes her head. “No, but they’re very close.” She gestures towards the
screens. There are jeeps and men in familiar uniforms, scanning the area for signs of a
settlement. It’s a large desert, but eventually they’ll find what they’re looking for.
It shouldn’t surprise me as much as it does. I’m intellectual property, after all.
Solas doesn’t give that up so easily. “How long do we have?”
“At the rate they’re going? A few weeks, maybe. Evacuation is already underway.
We have other facilities. We’re very, very good at finding new homes.”
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But her face is tense. Sure, Solas has been on a lookout for the Displaced, but
never with this level of scrutiny. Having an enemy to root out was good for citizen
morale, and occasionally the Displaced did stir up trouble, but it was mostly a pretense.
Solas didn’t care if they existed as long as they stayed out of each other’s way. But this is
an active and thorough hunt.
“Why would they go this far? I understand that any Wired technology is valuable,
but I’m an old unit. Any data you guys get from me is soon to be obsolete anyway. This
is just a waste of resources.”
Morgan shakes her head. “No, Astra. You are so much more.” She pulls out her
Slate, and a few of the screens light up with schematics in the shape of a skeleton. My
skeleton. “You are an early series. The template that all other Wired are based off of. The
process has been streamlined since then, the bugs in the product ironed out.”
“You’re saying I’m glitchy,” I say with a touch of bitterness.
“No, I’m saying that they took your series out of production for a reason.” She
zooms in, further and further, pinpointing on a tiny section of my brain.
“What is that?” Ryan asks.
“It’s a chip.” Morgan turns to me. “It’s part of what kept you linked into the
system. It’s how the computer differentiated you from a virus. Newer chips have
dampeners to keep psionic energy in check. But you have no such dampener. With this
chip, you can infiltrate the Cortex on a much deeper level than any other Wired. You can
send the whole thing crashing down. You just need to learn how.”
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The idea thrills me. All those years people have mined my body to warm their
houses, keep their toilets from backing up, their porn running smoothly. All of that gone
in a second, and they can know what it’s like to feel helpless, to feel unhinged and
rejected by the world. It would be chaos. It would be beautiful.
“We can’t do that,” Ryan says. “The Wired powers the Dome. The sandstorms
would tear the place apart.”
“We survive,” Morgan says. “So, will they.”
“But many of you chose this way of life! You’ve adapted to it. Those people,
some of them are children!”
“I was a child,” I say, quietly.
There is silence, guilt tightening Ryan’s shoulders. “They don’t know any better.”
I smile. “Bullshit.” I stand up slowly, steady on my own two legs. “I’m going,
whether you’re with me or not. But I'd rather you be with me.”
“Your familiarity with Solas systems would be an asset to the team, but not a
necessity,” Morgan adds. “We can do this without you.”
“Don’t do this, Astra,” Ryan begs. “We can just run away! To the other colonies,
maybe. We crossed the desert once. We could do it again. We could go somewhere no
one knows who we are, forget about Solas.”
I shake my head. “I’m not forgetting or running away. I’ve been doing that all my
life. There are other people, other variations of me, out there without legs to run on. I’m
going to help them.”
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I mean the words, which surprises me, but more than any altruism in my heart,
I'm angry. It burns in my veins not unlike the dull heat of those wires, and I want Ryan to
join me there. I want him to be with me to watch the lights go out.
“It won’t all shut down right away,” Morgan says. “Solas has been stockpiling
energy for decades. Even I'm not sure how long it’ll last. There will be blackouts and
system failures, but the Dome will stand. There will be time to resettle and rebuild.
Maybe even create some fertile land out of this desert. Nico tells me that it’s possible
with some time and labor.”
“It took her twenty years,” Ryan points out.
“Because she was starting from scratch,” Luke says. “We have the methods and
technology. It’ll still be a difficult transition, but we will be able to make this world green
again.”
Ryan looks towards Maria. “You can’t agree with this. You grew up in Harmony,
the same as me.”
“Yes, Ryan. I grew up there. And that’s why I know we need to do this. I’ve
watched disease run rampant in the streets, saw my own mother die trying to support this
broken system. The Dome is closing everything off. As the population grows, disease
festers, resources dwindle, and people die. The same can be said with Cabin, with all
these people forced to stay in hiding. We have to expand, and to do that the Dome must
be popped. Otherwise in a few more decades, we’ll have wiped ourselves out,” Maria
says. “That is except for an elite few who will just stand in the ashes and start again.”
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Ryan glances between her and me. He sees my determination, Morgan’s zeal, and
Maria’s calm logic. I watch the struggle and the resignation when he realizes there’s no
way out.
“All right,” he says at last.
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Chapter 29

Ryan
They make me undergo firearms training. The guns discharge a localized
shockwave that I'm told is non-lethal, though watching it in action makes that hard to
believe. The gun training is a precaution. If all goes well I won’t be required to use it.
There are plenty of other soldiers to watch my back.
“We should be able to get in and dismantle their infrastructure without a shot ever
being fired,” Blaire says. But even I know this is an empty promise. No plan is perfect,
and no coup is bloodless.
Astra is happier than I've ever seen him. The prospect of revenge creates a new
spark in him that I haven’t seen since he was taken off the drugs. He’s eating more and
exercising. His face is filling out, arms and legs forming muscle, and his eyes are losing
the deep set, haunted look of withdrawal as his body adjusts to life without the drugs. His
anger is stronger than even his addiction. The goal has given a sharp focus. Now he can
lift whole file cabinets and zoom them around a room. Once he lifted my chair while I
was still in it and left me hovering near the ceiling for nearly a minute. He’s getting better
with the smaller, more precise tasks as well. His cyber text messages and drawings have
made their way back onto my Slate. He can thread a needle using nothing but the power
of his mind. It's not hard to imagine him crushing buildings and stopping heartbeats.
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Astra shouldn’t have too. We’re developing his psionics so he can infiltrate the
Cortex and overpower security. He will need precision and power, but Astra isn’t a
weapon. It scares me, how capable he is of destruction. This is why I ultimately decided
to come along. Someone needs to save Astra from himself. I worry that if I let him go
alone, I’ll lose him. Maybe not to death or the system, although both options are very
possible and clench my stomach in fear, but to revenge. That I'll look at him and find a
stranger, and the boy I met in the wires, that terrible, frustrating, beautiful boy will be
gone forever. I will do everything I can to make sure that never happens.
And besides, this is the only way I can be absolutely sure that my family is safe.
Astra doesn’t understand why getting them out is so important to me. “They were never
there for you, Ryan,” he tells me. The mission is in three days, and I can’t sleep. Seems
like all of our deepest conversations happen right before bed.
I see why he would think that. My relationship with my parents is complicated,
and Astra has only heard about one side. He doesn’t remember my mother framing my
fantasy robotics designs and putting them up in her office when I was four, or my father
teaching me to ride a bike at eight. We spent a week painting his old one so that I could
make it my own. How they both sat me down at twelve and gave me a frank lecture on
sex and all of its variations and then took me for ice cream afterwards.
“I may complain about my parents, we may hurt each other sometimes, but that
doesn’t mean I don’t love them and want them to be safe,” I tell Astra. “They’re my
family.”
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“So? What is a family? Just chemical bonds and genetics. What do you need them
for? You have me.”
"You don’t understand,” I say.
“Of course, I understand! You think just because they gave you life that you owe
them something! You don’t owe them any more than I owe the people who made me.”
“This is different,” I insist.
“How is it different? We were both made for a purpose and rejected when we
chose another path. We are more than our creators, Ryan.”
“I have to do this, Astra,” I tell him. “I know that doesn’t make sense to you, but
respect that. I can’t just write them off. If nothing else, I need to talk to them. I need
closure. Why does that scare you so much?”
I don’t know how I will go about contacting my parents, not yet. I want them to
meet Astra, see his sentience, his complexity, and understand why I had to leave. I
sometimes have nightmares of Astra still being trapped in those wires, being used and
tortured until he dies. The fact that he has brothers out there still suffering makes my skin
crawl. The cost of Harmony’s peace is too high. There are other ways, messy ways, but
viable. If I can get them my parents understand that, then it means I can convince others.
Maybe I’m being naïve, but I have to hold on to that hope. I need to believe that human
beings are capable of being better, or else how will we possibly survive?
Astra is silent, and I hook my hand under his chin, forcing him look at me. “I said
I wasn’t going to leave you. Why can’t you trust me?”
“I do trust you.”
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“No, you don’t. You get jealous and question me at every turn. I’m still here.
What makes you think I'm about to leave now?”
Astra sighs, pulling out of my grip. He won’t look at me in the eye. “It’s just...
you had a life before me. A home, a family. And what if that life wants to take you back?
You have options, but you’re all I have.”
“Do you really believe that?” I ask. It hurts that he thinks that I’m so easily
swayed. That I might just go walking back to my old life the moment I step back into the
city. “I thought you knew me better than that. I’m in this until the end.”
Something in Astra deflates, and he closes his eyes. “And for that, I’m sorry.” He
leans into my chest, and I let him, marveling at how quickly he can go from angry to tired
and sad.
“You should leave me, you know,” he says. “I’m a mess. A shriveled heap of
bones and baggage. You’d be better off without someone so damaged and selfish.”
“We’re all damaged and selfish,” I assure him, kissing his hair. “If this experience
has taught me anything, it’s this.” Astra tilts his head up, catching my lips in a deeper
kiss.
“Make love to me,” Astra says. “I need to feel that you’re mine.”
It’s been almost three weeks since the discussion was breached, and we haven’t
had much time for intimacy. So little time alone, and much of that spent sleeping. It
didn’t feel right. Not like now.
I kiss his forehead, his cheeks, lips, down his neck.
“I’m yours,” I promise as we slide against each other. “Always.”
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Chapter 30

Astra
I've gotten to know my security team on a personal level. There’s James, our
eagle eyed sniper, Sarah, explosions expert and resident artist, and Kris the hacker. I have
to get to know the team well. They will be in charge of protecting me and providing
support during our mission to Solas Corporate Headquarters. Our cohesion will be
essential for infiltration.
“Look, I don’t care what you are or where you came from,” Sarah tells me on the
first day of team training. “All I care about is that we send the Dome collapsing in on
itself. If you are the key to doing that, then my people have your back.”
I like those simple terms, and there is something comforting about being
surrounded by people who are as committed to the cause as I am. They’ve all been hurt
by Solas in some way, rejected by the insular community. Even Ryan forms a begrudging
comradery with the group as Blaire puts us through our paces. We practice constantly,
weapons and combat training, running through mission simulations and being quizzed on
timetables and schematics. If we want to survive, we need to know the plan like
clockwork, as well as be able to improvise when necessary.
The plan is fairly simple. We infiltrate the facility as minor staff. Maintenance
workers, janitorial, etc. Each of us is to hit a different sector, but the most important thing
is to get me inside. The Cortex knows me. I’ve spent years integrating myself into the
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deepest part of its systems, creating a sort of backdoor for myself. It will take time to
access what I need, but once I’m in, the system will be mine. Before, I was helpless in the
endless stream of data, but I’m so much stronger. I can overwhelm the security protocols
and reach the other Wired in the system, a vast network of minds working together for a
cause. I'm still not sure how I feel about meeting hundreds of different variations of
myself—siblings stripped of bodies and cognition—but I'm not going to leave them
behind. I will get them out, one way or another.
Morgan wants data, as much data as we can gather. I understand the reasoning, it
will be needed to rebuild. There are still things about the Solas system we can salvage.
Why build a civilization up from scratch when we can work with the skeleton of what
came before? But it makes me uneasy to leave her with any part of that data, as if I’m
entrusting her with a piece of myself. Ultimately, I will have to pick and choose what is
most important and what is best left in a pile of burning hardware.
We are given fake ids, cunning forgeries that will not hold up to close scrutiny, so
it's imperative that we’re not caught. Going through the front door is out of the question,
and by now Solas will have figured out their blind spot in the garbage depot. We will
have to climb in through the ventilation shaft. Near the top of the building is an opening
where air is piped in from outside to be processed and filtered. The whole area is toxic,
the process entirely automated, so there is little security. Our masks should be sufficient
to keep out the toxins.
The problem will be getting in. We will have to scale the walls from outside. The
Displaced are used to rock climbing, but Solas headquarters is a perfectly smooth
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enclosure of metallic plastic compound. We have equipment to create handholds, but
little lining to secure us, and no safety net. I will do all I can to improve our chances. I
can help improve grip, even hold someone in the air for a short time if they lost their
balance, but there is no way I'll be able to fight gravity for long. One misstep will mean
plunging to our deaths.
If we manage to make it to the ventilation shaft and safely through the filtration
center, we'll go our separate ways. If we’re lucky, no one would look too close at people
who are already inside the building. It’s a dangerous plan, reckless and more than a little
stupid, but the team is committed. They all have their reasons. Kris’s mother was an art
teacher who “mysteriously” disappeared when she started teaching art that wasn’t on the
Solas curriculum. James used to be in waste disposal. Once he found a group of refugees,
a pair of siblings no older than twelve, living in the catacombs. He turned them in and
never found out what happened to them. The guilt had bitten at him, so he had turned
from Solas and never looked back. Everyone has a story. I don’t know Sarah’s. She’s
closed off and I don’t pry, but I trust the rage I see when she aims her gun at a target.
It astonishes me that so many people could give their lives up for a cause. Some
are here merely to escape, refugees and criminals, but so many others had stood up for
what they saw was right and had become outcasts because of it. I had always been out for
myself, had always assumed that others were the same. I don’t know how so many found
the capacity to care.
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Even now, I don’t care, not really. I merely want to hurt the people who hurt me. I
have no great ambitions. I have little space in my heart for much else, the rest is occupied
by Ryan.
It bothers me that it's not the same for him. I know I'm being selfish and petty. Of
course, I can’t ask him to give up his family, of course he has friends in Harmony, but I
worry that soon he’ll have to make a choice and that it won’t be me. And no number of
kisses, hugs, or reassuring words can change that nagging worry. I almost want to take
back everything I said, ask him not to come just so I can be certain that he is somewhere
waiting for me.
But the fact is, I'm stronger when he’s by my side. My telekinesis runs on
emotions, and nothing makes me more emotional than Ryan. He is my accelerator and
my brakes. It is terrifying how much I depend on him. And as nice it would be to run off
into the sunset with him, I'll never be able to move on with my life with Solas running
free.
We take as much time as we can to train and prepare, which isn’t nearly enough.
Solas gets closer to finding our hideout every day. The Displaced are preparing to
evacuate in case things go south. We haven’t been told where they’re going so we can’t
reveal the location if we are captured.
The night before we leave, Sam pulls the team aside. I’m surprised when he
approaches. Sam was always there, slinking around the edges, but he’s so quiet it’s easy
to forget about him. He just watches and takes notes. He hasn’t spoken to me directly
since the desert.
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“I have something to show you,” he says to Sarah. “It’s going to help you.” He
takes us to a part of the Cabin I’ve never been before. It’s small room—a sort of hanger,
if I’m going by the half a dozen sand sails docked there. There are also spaces for more.
Possibly the others are outside charging their batteries. He leads us to a corner of the
room to a medium sized structure covered in a grey tarp, which he pulls off with little
ceremony.
It’s a sand sail large enough to comfortably fit our group. It is shiny with
reflective paint, and the solar panel sail seems bigger than the others. Sam pats the sail
fondly. “For the past few years, I’ve been working on a new sand sail, and it’s finally
ready to go. It’s faster and will hold a charge longer. This will get you through the desert
in a week at most.” He’s smiling, and he has every reason to be proud. This will cut our
travel time down by a third, as well as our risk of dehydration, heatstroke, and exposure.
“This is a gamechanger,” James says. “This is amazing. You’re amazing.”
Sam looks a little flustered, and I think he’s not used to compliments. “Thank
you. I do what I can.”
I find myself reassessing Sam as well. I will never like him. It’s too late for that.
We bucked heads too many times, but he is good at what he does. I can respect that.
We leave in darkness. The desert seems to blur by, and the sand sail is nearly
silent. I remember very little about the first journey, as I was unconscious for most of it,
but this feels like a leisurely stroll in comparison. Our complications are few and easily
dealt with. My companions are experienced with the desert. They know how to take care
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of the supplies, when to walk and when to rest, what the wind feels like before a major
sandstorm, and all the places to take shelter. The desert is the least of our problems.
The real issue is getting into the city. The sewage system is compromised. Scouts
have reported drones prowling the pathways. They attack anything with a heat source,
and that is our only way. The sewers are big enough that we can get inside, but we can’t
hide out there without being detected. We have to find shelter up top.
“We can head to my parents’ clinic,” Ryan says. “They’ve taken on refugees
before, they will again.”
Sarah shakes her head. “Bad idea. There’s a chance they’re being monitored.
Don’t worry about shelter. We have safe houses. You’d be surprised how many people in
Harmony are sympathetic to our cause.”
I’m grateful that I don’t have to be the one to veto the clinic. I’m worried about
how much faith Ryan puts in his family. Sure, his parents may be willing to treat a few
wandering Displaced, but to offer sanctuary to what are, for all intents and purposes,
political terrorists seems like it would be pushing it.
We emerge from the sewers as soon as possible to avoid detection. We’re at the
edge of the city, near the border. The Outer slums, home to the low income and
unemployed. The houses that line the streets could be charitably referred to as shacks,
mostly constructed from mismatched scrap material to create little box shelters. We move
through the streets late at night, too late for respectable people. We change out of our
desert cloaks and masks to more suitable clothing—pants, sweaters, and coats. We look
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odd, grouped together as we are, but the thieves and addicts that prowl at night wouldn’t
dare approach with our numbers.
Sarah brings us to a building that looks like several metal huts haphazardly
welded together. You can see the seams between the structures, rust brown scars where
someone added on. It’s brighter than the rest of the houses I’ve seen. Someone has
attempted to paint the outside a cheery yellow, but the metal doesn’t take the color well,
so the work is patchy and faded. The door has Harmony Elementary painted on it in blue
letters.
“We’ll rest here for the night,” Sarah says.
She goes up to the door and knocks in a long, complex pattern that I’m sure is
some sort of code. There’s a long pause, a thump, and some rustling. The door opens a
crack.
“Who is darkening my doorstep?” A voice says from inside. It’s masculine, but
slightly higher pitched.
“A friend just looking for some warmth,” Sarah says solemnly.
Another pause. “I have little warmth to spare, but friends are welcome to it,” The
door opens wider, just wide enough so we can all slip inside.
Sofia gives the man inside a hug. “How are you, Nathanial?”
“Surprised to see you,” Nathanial says.
Nathanial is shorter than average, with curly brown hair and a round face. He
looks tired and is clad in a large shirt and shorts—most likely pajamas.
“I’m sorry we couldn’t give you more warning,” Sarah says.
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“That’s all right. Comes with the territory. Do I want to know what you’re
doing?” Nathanial asks.
“No, you don’t,” Sarah says. “The less you know the better.”
Nathanial nods. “I can’t keep you here long. At the most, two days. I can’t risk the
children seeing you.”
“That’s fine,” Sarah says. “We can’t risk a long stay anyway. We just need a
place to sleep.”
Nathanial hands out several bedrolls—possibly meant for afternoon naptimes—
and we set up in a circle on the floor with. The house is only a single, large room lit by
four lamps placed in the corners. There are six small yellow tables and chairs—too small
for adults. Pushed to the far wall, next to a small kitchen space, is a large shelf with
individual pull out drawers. Everything is in primary colors. The carpet is green, the
walls are a soft blue and painted with clouds, and there are messy scribbled drawings
taped to them.
Kris settles on her sleeping bag, legs crossed underneath her. “How have things
been, Nate? Haven’t seen you in what, three years?”
“Not since that emergency supply run during that flu epidemic,” Nathanial says.
“It hasn’t been easy. Less children are coming here for school. More and more are going
to work young to support their parents. Staying open has been a struggle.” Nathanial
glances over to me and Ryan. “But I see people here I don’t recognize. I’m sorry for not
introducing myself. I’m Nathanial Flowers. Can I ask who you are, or is that classified
too?”
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I glance at Sarah and she shrugs. “First names should be fine.”
“I’m Astra and this is Ryan.”
Ryan waves a little when I say his name. “It’s nice to meet you. I like your school.
You’ve done a lot with so little. It’s impressive.”
Nathanial grins at the compliment. “I do my best.”
“Nathanial was born a Displaced,” James says. “He applied to become one of our
contacts inside and snuck back in about ten years ago.”
“I didn’t know it was possible to go uncounted by Solas. Don’t they have a record
of you?” Ryan asks. “How do you get food and supplies?”
Nathanial shrugs. “They don’t really care much this close to the border. I have a
forged id card and manage to make a few tokens that gets me basic supplies, and I
scavenge for the rest. You’d be surprised what you can find in the garbage depot before it
goes through the recycling process. A lot of people get by that way.”
Ryan looks surprised by this idea, that there’s somewhere in the middle between
Solas support and the isolation of the Displaced. “It’s brave of you to help us. Thank
you.”
Nathanial smiles. “It’s not that brave. I’m just putting you all up for the night. I’m
guessing whatever you all have ahead of you is going to be harder.”
“Speaking of that, we should get some sleep. We head out tomorrow night, and I
want us prepared and well rested,” Sarah says.
James rolls his eyes. “Yes, Mother.”
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The bedrolls don’t offer much padding between my body and the floor. I don’t see
a bed in the room, so Nathanial must sleep like this every night to conserve space. It’s
even worse than my little infirmary bed. The ceiling has origami animals hanging down
from strings. Likely another arts and crafts project. I wonder where Nathanial got the
paper from. Did he collect scraps of what the richer part of the population threw away?
I watch the origami figures, trying to identify the animals. They were crafted by
children, so some are more difficult than others. That blue one is definitely a bird—I can
see its wings—but that red one might be a frog or a beetle. I listen to Kris as she snores
softly, Sarah’s bag rustling as she rolls over, and James’ soft, deep breathing. I slept like
this once before, in a room full of breathing bodies. I slept in one room with my brothers,
each one of us two to a bed. Even this room reminds me of our playroom in the
Processing Center.
They are likely all gone now. Decommissioned and incinerated. It’s been so long,
what are the chances that another slipped through the cracks like I did? Would I know if
another survived? Luke felt it when his brother died. They were so connected, he said it
was like losing a piece of himself. I suppose the same doesn’t hold true for me. I wasn’t
linked up to the others like he was, but still I get the sense that I really am the last one of
my kind. I’m alone.
I turn over on my side to look at Ryan. I haven’t slept without his weight at my
side for months now. Perhaps that’s why I’m thinking such lonely thoughts.
His sleeping bag is empty. I sit up. My instinct is to panic, but I don’t want to
wake anyone up. It could be nothing. He might be going to the bathroom, and all I would
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be doing is interrupting some much-needed sleep. But his pack is gone too. I get up,
quickly but quietly. He can’t have gotten far. I sling my own backpack on and walk out
the door, careful to avoid squeaking the hinges.
To my immense relief, Ryan is still standing at the front stoop, looking out into
the night.
“Are you going somewhere?” I ask.
He turns around, but he doesn’t seem surprised to see me. “I need to go to my
parents, Astra. I just... I have to. I know you don’t understand, but if we do this, people
are going to need doctors. They taught me that the most important thing a person can do
is help people. I can make them see what we’re doing is necessary. I know I can. And
then they can prep for... after.”
There’s no talking Ryan out of this. I’ve tried already. There’s only one other
option. “I’m going with you.”
“That’s a bad idea and you know it. You’re the very person that Solas wants.
There’s no point in you taking this kind of risk.”
“I’m going with you,” I say. “You should know by now there’s no point in
arguing with me.”
The clinic is a forty-five minute walk from the school, and it takes us even longer
because I plot a complicated route to avoid being followed. Ryan’s lucky I came along.
Without the complete map of Harmony that is still burned in my brain, he likely would
have gotten lost. It’s interesting to see all of these streets in person, to actually feel the
sidewalk beneath my feet.
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The clinic is a brown and boxy building. There is a small, artificial garden out
front, an attempt at cheer and color that looks garish in the drab surroundings. When we
emerge through the cellar, Ryan slips quickly through a side door and we find ourselves
in a storage room. The little space is packed from floor to ceiling with supplies, but
everything is clean and well organized.
“Follow me,” Ryan says, and we slip out of the closet and go down the hall. The
clinic is quiet, but there’s still light filtering from under one of the doors. Ryan stops
before it, taking a deep breath. He looks at a loss as to what to do next.
“Should we knock?” I ask, my voice a whisper.
“Yeah, I suppose so,” Ryan says. He raises his hand and knocks once, weakly.
Nothing happens. No sounds come from inside the room. It’s possible that the occupant
didn’t notice. Ryan tries again, several raps this time and louder. His back is tense, and I
notice his hands are shaking.
I barely have time to process footsteps before the door is thrown open. The
doctor’s eyes widen. She is a small woman, short and stout with salt and pepper hair
braided down her back. “Ryan?”
Ryan gives a shaky smile and nods. “Hi, Mom.”
Ryan’s mother—her name is Sofia, I remember it from Ryan’s file—takes a
tentative step towards Ryan, touching his arm gingerly like she fears he is an illusion.
“Ryan, where have you been?” Sofia asks. She keeps her voice down, perhaps
picking up on the clandestine nature of this visit. “We were so worried. Everyone says
you’re a criminal. Where’s Maria? Is she with you?”
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“I’m fine. Maria’s not with me, but she’s safe,” Ryan says. “We’re not criminals.
You don’t believe that, do you?”
“Of course not. We were hardly going to believe you two suddenly turned to a life
of crime after all this time, but that doesn’t mean we know what’s going on with you,”
Sofia says.
“Fair enough,” Ryan says. “I'm sorry. I just... there was something I had to do.
Still have to do, in fact. That's why I came back.”
Sofia narrows her eyes, glancing towards me. “What does that mean? Ryan, who
is this?”
“That is... complicated. Easier to explain to everyone at once.”
Sofia sighs. “Well then hang on. I’ll go get your father.”
She has us wait in her office. It’s not much bigger than the supply closet. There’s
a desk shoved in the corner with data console and three different Slates. Sofia must be
fond of utilizing multiple screens. The window opens up into the artificial garden. There
are pictures on the wall of cartoonish robots and mechanical vehicles. Sofia took the
trouble of printing them out and having the framed.
“Are these yours?” I ask Ryan.
“Yeah, from when I was a kid,” Ryan says.
Sofia also has a family photo on her desk. Ryan and Maria are in a sandbox,
proudly presenting a lumpy sand structure with three holes punched through it—windows
or doors, it’s hard to tell. Maria is sitting right in the sand, her legs half buried. Ryan is
standing and half hugging an older man—likely his father. It’s odd seeing Ryan and
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Maria younger. There are things I recognize. That’s Maria’s slightly upturned nose, her
clear brown eyes. Those are the same cowlicks in Ryan’s hair, that little mole below his
eye that I can just barely see. But I will never know the Ryan that once drew pictures and
built sandcastles. This side of his life is a whole other country.
As promised, Sofia comes back with Ryan’s father, Nolan. He looks a lot like
Ryan. He got his wavy brown hair that won’t lay down properly from Nolan, as well as
his pointed jawline. I wonder if Ryan will inherit the same wrinkles.
The space is crowded with all four of us, but the clinic is still housing a few
overnight patients, so we have to stay in Sofia’s office if we want to avoid being seen.
My shoulder is pressed awkwardly into a shelf, but at least the cramped space keeps Ryan
close. His hand finds mine. It’s warm and clammy, a sensation I do not enjoy, but I allow
him to hold on, even giving his fingers a little squeeze. It’s strange being the one to
support and comfort in our relationship. I appreciate the chance to be the one there for
him this time around.
Ryan’s stories have led me to expect an imposing presence. I expect to see tall
people, pinched faces and orderly hair. The picture doesn’t at all fit the reality. They look
tired and anxious. Nolan pulls Ryan immediately into an embrace, and he lets go of my
hand.
“When you disappeared, we feared the worse,” Nolan says. “Where have you
been? Sofia says Maria isn’t with you. Where is she? Is she okay?” He looks at me.
Sofia places a hand on Ryan’s shoulder, managing to wedge a gap between him
and Nolan to fit in her own hug. It’s interesting she hadn’t attempted it before now, as if

296
she needs a catalyst before she can express maternal affection. “Don’t overwhelm him.
We can talk about all of that later. The important thing is that Maria is safe, and Ryan is
home.”
I take a step forward. “I’m afraid it’s not the simple.” All eyes are abruptly on me,
but I refuse to let myself go unnoticed in this moment. If I expect to stay with Ryan, I
need to make myself a part of his life. Even this one. “We’re on the run.”
***
Ryan
I would have put things a little more delicately than “on the run.” Obviously,
there’s no getting around it. I’ve been gone for four months, and I assume Solas has been
on the lookout for most of that time. Still, I would’ve eased my parents into it, sat them
down and told the whole story. I definitely would have at least waited until the round of
hugs was over before disclosing my fugitive status.
Astra is quick to remind me that we don’t have time for that.
My father glances between me and Astra. “On the run? What does he mean?
Ryan, who is this?”
“Mom, Dad, this is Astra. He’s my... my...” Astra and I have never exactly put a
name to our relationship. What is he? My lover? My boyfriend? My partner in crime?
“Is he the reason Solas is looking for you?” Dad asks.
“...Well, not exactly—”
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“Ryan, what have you gotten yourself into?” Mom says with a sigh, as if I’m ten
years old again and have brought home a half feral cat from off the streets. “This is why I
worried about you leaving home. You’re a smart boy, but you can be too trusting.”
I bristle. “I’m not some doe-eyed teenager who ran off with the first pretty face to
turn his head!”
“You think I'm pretty?” Astra asks, grinning in a way entirely inappropriate for
this conversation.
I flush. “You. Are. Not. Helping.”
Astra shrugs. “Never claimed to be helpful.”
“Why don’t you just tell us the whole story?” my father asks. I note his body
language, carefully open, subtly placing himself between me and Mom. A practiced
mediator. Good, we will need one.
“Yeah, okay. You guys are going to want to sit down,” I say. “This is a long
story.”
It’s not easy to get comfortable in Mom’s office as I tell this story. Mom sits on
the chair, Dad clears the desk so he can settle there, while Astra and I just huddle together
on the floor.
“Okay, we’re sitting,” Mom says. “Talk.”
I take a moment trying to find the most comfortable way to position my legs, but
really I’m just stalling for time. Astra leans on my shoulder, which is embarrassing in
front of my parents, but I like feeling his weight against me. I can’t bring myself to push
him away.
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“All right, so, you know my job? The one I took at the Market?” I say.
“Of course, the Wired Technician,” Dad says.
“Well...” I don’t know a good way to go about this. I gesture towards Astra. “This
is him. The Wired I was looking after. This is Astra.”
Astra waves. He’s not as cavalier about this meeting as he lets on. I know how
insecure he is, and I can see the tension in his shoulders, but falling back on cynical
humor is one of his favorite defense mechanisms.
Sofia shoots forward. I’m not sure what she means to do—stand up, or possibly
grab me, but Dad puts a hand on her shoulder. “Let him finish.”
She relaxes at his touch and nods, so I continue. “I knew I was going to be
maintaining a Wired unit, but I didn’t expect him to... well—”
“You thought I was going to be a brain in a jar,” Astra says. “Without all the extra
human bits.”
Again, I wouldn’t put things in quite that manner, but he’s not wrong. “I didn’t
expect a full body unit. And the more time I spent with him, the more I realized that he
was present. Conscious. That isn’t what I was taught. The Wired aren’t supposed to be
alive. And yet Astra was talking to me, joking with me. He was as alive as anyone I’ve
ever met. And I knew that I couldn’t let him stay there.”
I pause, waiting to see if anyone has questions or wishes to interject, but my
parents are silent. Processing. “Maria agreed with me. She got me in contact with the
Displaced, and we smuggled him out. We’ve been on the run since then.” I’m reluctant to
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go into more details, at least not before gauging my parents’ reactions to Astra first. I
study their faces, but they are silent. Possibly in shock.
“Let me get this straight,” Mom says slowly. “You committed corporate
espionage... for a boy?”
I can feel my face flushing. “It’s not like that.”
“Then what is it like?” Mom asks. “It’s only been six months since you left. You
never gave indication of a... revolutionary streak before.”
“I’m going to ignore how you all apparently think I'm easily swayed by
hormones.”
“Well, what else am I supposed to think? You show up with all these new ideas in
your head—”
“I make my own decisions, Mother. No one seduced me into them.”
“If anything, you seduced me,” Astra adds, grinning when I glare at him.
“Why did I bring you along again?” I ask.
“Moral support. Also, I didn’t give you any other choice.”
“It’s just hard to understand, Ryan,” Dad says. “Your mother and I aren’t exactly
Solas’ biggest supporters, but running around with terrorists—”
“Terrorists you’ve treated in this very clinic,” I say.
“Treated, yes. We never tried to join them. You come back to us with all these
strange ideas—”
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“How are they strange? You taught me to respect life. You hated when I started
working with Solas! You’ve never had a good word to say about them. How is what I'm
doing any different?”
“Just because we don’t support some public policy doesn’t lump us in with
political dissidents. We’re doctors, Ryan. We treat people, not—”
My fists clench. “Not what?”
Mom looks uncomfortable. “The Wired... they’re different. Not like us. They’re
not... people.”
Astra laughs. He isn’t angry. If anything, he seems cruelly exhilarated. He really
does love to be right. “I wish that were true. It would make things so much easier.”
“Not people? How can you say that!” I demand. “He’s standing right in front of
you, talking to you! How is he any less alive than you or me?”
“Machines can appear sentient,” Astra points out. Hearing him defend my
parents’ words shocks me, and I stare at him in bewildered betrayal. He shrugs. “Sorry,
just playing devil’s advocate,” he says, like this is a debate, a big game to hear people
question his very existence. It saddens me more than it angers me. How often has he
heard these words? Is that why he gives no indication of surprise?
“It’s a good point, Ryan,” Mom says. “It’s possible to learn responses and create a
convincing facsimile, but it's not the same as sentience.”
“Solas wouldn’t use sentient beings,” Dad insists. “Not like this. There are a lot of
things wrong with this government but they’re not... not that kind of cruel.”
I shake my head. “I can’t believe what I'm hearing.”
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“Ryan, come on!” Sofia says. “I know it looks human, even talks like a human,
but don’t forget that it was artificially produced. He’s synthesized.”
“And yet I suffer,” Astra says. He steps forward, looking my mother square in the
eye. “I was born to suffer, shut up in a room while my body wasted away to nothing,
being slowly drained dry and numb to the world so that you could have your clean air,
your faster Cortex connection. And you let yourself justify this. I’m just an object. I can’t
understand, can’t feel. But we do understand, we do feel. Think about that next time you
turn your lights on. Think about where your power is coming from.” He smiles, sharp and
cruel. “Or don’t. Continue living your little life on the high ground. I really don’t expect
anything more from you.”
And then he turns to me. “Let's go.”
I shake my head. “No, this can’t be it. They have to understand.”
Astra puts a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Ryan. I really am, but this is a
waste of time. People are never going to change their minds.”
“I did,” I say.
Astra smiles and kisses me on the cheek. “I know. That’s why I fell in love with
you.”
Dad grabs my arm. “You can’t leave.”
I look at him. Eyes red, hair messy. Mom looks the same—tired, small. Neither
monsters nor saints. Only human. “Yes. I can." I tear myself away and march down the
hallway. I can hear my parents going after me.
“Ryan,” Mom calls. “You don’t understand. Ryan, wait!”
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I don’t stop. I don’t even look back. I get as far as the lobby when Astra stops and
pulls on my arm.
“We can’t go this way,” he says. “I hear it. Footsteps. Something is coming.”
We have about half a second’s warning before people burst through the door.
Familiar people.
“What are you two doing here,” Sarah demands. Her cheeks are flushed with rage,
which makes the little freckles on her cheeks stand out. “Do you have any idea how much
trouble you’ve made for yourselves?”
“What are you talking about?” I ask. “What do you mean by trouble?”
“She means that there are Enforcers heading this way,” Kris says. “We just barely
got here ahead of them.”
“I woke up and you two were gone. It didn’t take many guesses to where you
were, you stupid, irresponsible children,” Sarah grabs my arm and then Astra’s. “Is there
another exit?”
“Yeah, in the back. But I don’t understand. We were so careful to avoid being
followed.” I see the uniforms through the window. Maybe six or seven Enforcers, their
white and grey uniforms and featureless visored helmets are nearly blinding in the early
morning light. Already their guns are drawn. They’re coming in fast and ready for a fight.
And then I see my parents standing next to the check-in desk, huddled together. Neither
of them will meet my eye.
“What did you do?” I ask. “What did you do?”
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“I’m sorry, Ryan. I wish we could help, but they threatened to shut us down if we
didn’t cooperate. This clinic has to stay open. People need us,” Mom says.
“I needed you! How could you do this?”
“You’ll be fine,” Dad promises. “We took care of that. They understand that you
were just a pawn in all this. You’ll only get a few years of indentured service.”
“Indentured service? And people say I’m naïve.” But there’s no time to debate the
point. I take my gun out of my side holster, the gun I never wanted to use, and I turn back
to the Displaced. “Follow me.”
Astra curls his hand in mine, and we run down the hallway, to the private area of
the clinic. If we can get through the back door, we should be able to lose the Enforcers.
No one knows this city like Astra. Once they’re off our trail, we can return to the
safehouse.
We run pass the exam rooms, the offices, and turn left towards the kitchen. Five
more Enforcers are approaching. They are at best three minutes away. If we try to go out
we’ll run right into them. We’re trapped.
Astra looks at me, eyes wild. “They’re going to take me back. I can’t go back!”
“They’re not going to take you,” I say. “I won’t let them.” Trapped, surrounded
on all sides. There’s only one option.
“I’ll clear a path for you all,” I say. “And when I do, you’re going to run.”
Sarah meets my eye and nods. Good, she understands. We always knew this
might happen, that one of us might have to be sacrificed for Astra. I’m the least valuable
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member of this mission, and it’s my fault we’re in this mess. If anyone is going to stay
behind, it should be me.
Astra shakes his head. “No, I can’t—”
I squeeze Astra’s hand. “I know you can get out of this. You can push anyone
who tries to grab you. But you have limits. There’s one way you can protect us all.
There’s just too many. I refuse to slow you down.”
Tears fall from his eyes. “Ryan, please. I can’t do this without you.”
I smile. “Yes, you can. You’re strong, Astra. You don’t need me or anyone.” I
give him a moment to process this, as much as we can afford. I kiss his cheek. “I love
you.” And then I pull out my gun, step out the door, and fire blindly into the crowd. I
manage to hit one or two. They fall backwards, but I’m swarmed in seconds. People dog
pile on top of me, my hands are wrestled behind my back. But in those brief seconds,
there is a gap in the defensive line.
“Ryan!” Astra calls. He reaches out to me, but Sarah and James grab him. Astra
struggles, sparking weakly, but Kris cracks him over the head with her gun and he falls
limp. Sarah throws him over her shoulder and rushes out while James and Kris cover her
with a hail of gunfire. About half of the group gives chase—maybe six people—but I’m
confident that my group is fast enough to get away.
My heart sinks to see Astra go, but it’s better this way. It’s better. I tell myself this
as a hood is put over my head and I'm pulled into a vehicle towards a destination
unknown.
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Chapter 31

Astra
It takes me a moment to know where I am when I wake. We’re in an alley
between two non-descript buildings. Warehouse district, the cold, computer side of my
mind supplies. Its nighttime, dim streetlamps shine in my eyes. Someone’s arm is around
my waist, leaning me against a shoulder.
Sarah smiles. “Good, you’re awake. We were worried for a while there.”
I sit up slowly. My head hurts and my body aches all over. “Where’s Ryan?”
Her smile drops. Past events come back to me. Enforcers, guns, Ryan shouting
“Run! Run!” Hands grabbing at me—
“Where’s Ryan?” I ask again.
“I’m going to need you to stay calm,” Sarah says.
“No,” I say. “No!” Sand swirls under our legs in non-existent wind. Sarah glances
at it nervously.
“Astra, calm down.”
“You left him! How could you!” I say. The ground shivers, the building behind us
groaning with the small, localized earthquake.
“We had no choice! We couldn’t let them get ahold of you. It was the only way.
Ryan knew that.”
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I shake my head. “You don’t understand what they’ll do to him. You don’t know
Solas like I do.”
“Astra—”
“We have to get him back. We have to get him back right now!”
“ASTRA!”
My head whips up to meet Sarah’s cold gaze.
“I know you’re upset. We all are, but panicking is not going to do Ryan any good
right now. Especially if it draws attention. We’re in enough trouble as it is. Calm down,
or I will sedate you.”
I close my eyes, focus on my breathing like Luke taught me. In, out, in, out. I
slowly tense and relax my muscles. The tremors slow and subside. I open my eyes.
“What’s the plan?”
“Same plan as before,” Sarah says. “Nothing’s changed.”
“Everything’s changed. Ryan’s—”
“Useful but not necessary for this mission. We can do this without him.”
“But you can’t do this without me, and I'm not moving forward without rescuing
him.”
“What good would that do? Ryan’s best chance is our success in this mission.
Once Solas falls, we can rescue him. But not before.”
I hesitate. It’s hard for me to accept leaving Ryan in Solas’ hands for even a
minute. Every second we delay is a second of torture beyond the bounds that Sarah can
imagine. But I can. I know the punishment for thieves. And no matter what Ryan’s
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parents think, it isn’t a few years of indentured labor. He will be tortured. They may cut
him apart—his organs harvested while he’s still awake—Solas hates waste, much of the
body can be used for science. Or worse, they may make him a human test subject.
Sarah sighs, running a hand through her hair. “Look, I have no illusions about
you. I know you don’t really care about us or the cause. I don’t blame you for that.
Frankly, I think that you’ve managed to care about anything at all is incredible. I’m not
sure I would in your shoes. And I'll admit, no one here loves Ryan like you do. I consider
him a casualty of war, collateral damage. But at the end of the day, we both want the
same thing, to watch Solas burn.”
She holds out her hand. I think about the weeks I've spent training with her and
this group. We’ve trained together, I slept in the same room with these people, and shared
meals. And if given the choice between this team and Ryan, I would shoot them all
myself if it meant that Ryan lived.
But Ryan wouldn’t want his life to be placed before so many others. He’d want
me to be better. I put that aside and shake her hand. It’s the greatest act of love I’m
capable of.
“If he dies, I can’t promise what I'll do. You may have to kill me,” I warn her.
She nods grimly. “I’m prepared for that.”
Kris and James are at the end of the alley, keeping watch. Sarah calls them back
to her so we can quick regroup and move on. The plan has changed very little. Ryan’s
experience with Solas’ innerworkings are largely unnecessary at this point. We already
have a detailed map and entrance point. He had been liked well enough in the group, but
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the mentality is to mourn and move on. The mission is all. I resent it, but I can hardly
blame them. It isn’t their fault that we have different priorities.
Maybe I should have taken Ryan and run like he wanted us to. I don’t know much
about the other colonies. Solas didn’t allow much of that information to get out. I don’t
know if what’s out there, beyond the desert is any better than here. But it may have been
worth it to see how far we could get. I have never allowed myself to imagine what the
future would be like without him. To face the atrophy of this world without his hand in
mine. Too easily I can see myself climbing back into the wires to escape the unbearable
silence.
They give me a spare gun. I’ve never been allowed a weapon before. I’ve gotten a
lot better these past few months, but my hands still shake on occasion, my grip still
weaker than average. Not good traits to have when pulling a trigger, and besides I hardly
need a weapon. I am a weapon. But my emotions are a storm, kept tightly in check. If I
release that hold, I'm not sure what may happen. I take the gun.
The plan is to strike in the midnight hours, when security is lax, and the streets are
deserted. Anyone out that late are generally too distracted—or inebriated—to notice a
group of people who don’t belong.
Until then, we keep moving, bouncing from alleys and safe houses and winding
through the streets. Never staying one place for too long for fear of getting tracked. We
change into Solas uniforms. They’re easy to get ahold of. Most Harmony citizens are
Solas employees, so there are plenty of shops dedicated to providing them. One of our
sleeper agents acquired several sets for us weeks ago. No one looks twice at us as we
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make it to Corporate Headquarters. Getting here is the simple part. It’s the getting in that
is hard.
“Gloves on,” Sarah orders.
The spider gloves are our way of getting on the wall. They are padded with
magnets that will be foot and handholds, providing the give we need to scale the building.
We are wearing boots that are also lightly magnetic at the tips, but they wouldn’t be
enough to keep us grounded without the gloves. But there is no way to secure harnesses,
and moving quickly is essential, lest our heat signatures are picked up by the building's
sensors. We’re wearing body suits under our clothes that are meant to mask that, as well
as hide us from security cameras, but they can only do so much. We need to get in and
get out as quickly as possible.
I'm pulled towards the wall the second the building is within range. The magnetic
force is powerful, and it takes a lot of strength to get a spider glove off the wall.
Thankfully, we’ve practiced this enough we’re able to unstick ourselves within our thin
margin of time, especially when I send out a precise burst of psionic energy to help us
along. My mind is finally quiet, the task ahead narrowing my concentration to a single
point. It’s an ideal state of mind to be in the throes of telekinetic manipulation. It’s not
unlike directing streams of data. In fact, I find the more I use my powers, the easier it is
to get by without the drugs and the wires.
In very little time, the vent comes into view.
“We’re getting near the top. Gas masks,” Sarah says.
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I hurry to put mine on, but James leans out from him gloves, grinning at the view.
From five hundred feet up in the very center of Harmony, the city spreads out before us
in a large circle, all of the different sectors, the lights getting dimmer the further you look
out.
“Gas masks,” Sarah repeats. “We have a tight window.”
He moves up a few inches to appease her. “I know. Fifteen seconds to be exact.
Just give me a moment. I never thought I get to see the same sights as an executive.”
It is breathtaking, I’ll admit. The city is lit up even at this late hour with soft,
creamy light. The sand blocks out most natural light, so Harmony has an artificial star
that indicates day and night. The gently glowing moon creates fascinating patterns
against the dome’s forcefield, as well as the constantly swirling sand. The star also helps
to power the forcefield. A part of every Wired’s power contributes to its light. All our
thoughts and energy to keep humankind warm. Much of that will have to be sacrificed
when this is over. There will be auxiliary power, but that will have to be rationed. How
satisfying it will be to watch that sun go out, to see those people look up and know
nothing but darkness. The same dark emptiness I had known all my life.
James leans out far. His boots unstick from the wall, and for a moment he is
hanging from his gloves. The magnets are strong. They don’t move. But James’ hands do.
The tape around his left wrist starts to come undone, and the weight of his body sends
him lunging backward, his mouth opening up to scream —
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I catch him before he can make a sound, but he’s too heavy. I can hardly move. In
the back of my mind, I'm aware of the time limit. The system will respond with default
protocols. Electrocution.
I'm familiar with electric shocks. I felt them regularly in the system, a common
disciplinary tactic. The pain lances through my concentration. James falls. I manage to
stop his heart before he reaches the ground, but I can barely focus on his passing. It hurts
too much.
I’m sorry, I'm sorry. I’ll be good. Make it stop.
“—stra. Astra, are you all right?” It’s not the voice I want to hear, but it’s at least
something to focus on. Sarah’s face wavers into view. We’re in the vent. No security
cameras here, just cramped space and poison gas.
“I’m fine,” I murmur, though I still feel dazed and numb from the shock.
“Like hell,” Kris says. “You killed James!”
“I did not kill James. He leaned out too far and fell. I tried to save him,” I tell her.
“You were supposed to catch him! That’s what you’re here for isn’t it?” Kris
says.
“I tried,” I say. “I did everything I could.”
“You didn’t do enough!”
“Kris, enough,” Sarah says.
Kris turns to Sarah, pointing an accusatory finger at me. “He’s not like us! He
doesn’t care, how are we supposed to trust him?”
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The hypocrisy enrages me. “I didn’t see you getting too upset about my lover,” I
point out. “I’m supposed to cry about yours?”
“How dare you—”
“Enough, Kris,” Sarah says firmly. “Astra’s right. James made a stupid choice,
and he paid for it. It’s tragic, but it’s his own fault. We move on.”
“You’re heartless,” Kris says.
“I am if that’s what I need to be to move forward. Now you can either mourn up
here until your oxygen runs out, or we can break through.”
Kris’s face crumples. She takes a deep breath, swallowing tears, both of anger and
of grief, and nods once. Somewhere past the anger, I do find some sympathy for her,
watching her reshape herself around the awful things. It’s all any of us can do. Maybe
that’s what it really means to be human.
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Chapter 32

Ryan
I wake up far more comfortably than I would expect. I had been knocked out early
on and had seen enough holo-sims to expect dim lighting, metal chairs, and magnetic
handcuffs. I at least got the handcuff part right, my arms and legs clamped together in a
bond stronger than chains. But my surroundings are luxurious. I seem to be in some sort
of study, my back pressed against a cushy chair spine. The carpet under my feet—my
shoes are missing—is soft, thick, and intricately embroidered with flowers and vines that
match the curtains, which frame tall windows with an amazing view of the city. It almost
doesn’t look real, the buildings splayed out like an intricate, carefully planned diorama.
In front of me is a massive desk. I have never seen so much real wood in one place. The
legs are carved with flowers and mythological creatures such as fairies and satyrs.
Everything the eye can see is ornamental, comfortable, and luxuriously hideous.
A show of power then. I have seen those in the holos too. The door opens, and
nothing can prepare me for what I see next.
“Astra?” But no, it’s not Astra. I blink and see the differences. He’s older, hair a
little longer, and his cheeks are rounder—his cheekbones don’t have the slightly gaunt
edge of Astra’s that I worry will never fully disappear. But the resemblance is uncanny.
Same pale skin, same pert little nose, and the same wide, searching grey eyes. I know this
face better than any other.
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The man smiles, propping himself up on the desk. His suit is simpler than the
décor, black with a sky-blue undershirt, cut in perfectly tailored lines. “I take it you mean
W-X6514790. Close, but not quite. Let’s call him a... brother.”
“Who are you?” I ask.
“So glad you asked. I’m the first, the original. The “Adam”, if you will.”
The name tugs at a memory, and it’s then I recognize him. “You? You’re the
executive who tried to promote me.” There are subtle differences, especially around the
nose and chin. Prosthetics probably, so I wouldn’t pick up the resemblance to Astra. But
the way he presents himself, confident and indomitable, leaves no room for mistake.
Adam sighs. “Yes, and I really wish you’d taken me up on that. Such talent,
wasted. But I suppose there’s no use dwelling on what could have been.”
I shake my head. “No, this can’t be right. You can’t be the original. There’s no
way you’d still be alive.”
Adam smiles. “I look good for being over a hundred, don’t I? I periodically
immerse myself in the system’s amniotic fluid. It would be deadly for you, but it does
wonders for my skin.”
“How can you—”
“I’m going to stop you there, Ryan. I’m not here to answer your questions. You’re
here to answer mine. After that, well... we’ll see. Now, tell me, what was your endgame
here?”
“I can’t tell you that,” I say.
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“Sure, you can! I’ll find out one way or another, but this is much easier. You
think you’re the first ones to ever try to break the system? Hardly. I nipped those in the
bud. Your revolution is no different. I am a bit surprised that you got ahold of one of my
offshoots. I didn’t realize there were any still in circulation. An unexpected oversight
that, I assure you, will never be repeated. It will be easier on you and W-X6514790 if you
give it up now.”
“How can you do this! Astra is like you!”
The man sniffs. “Don’t insult me. I’m the master server. I admire your “Astra’s”
drive to survive, but compared to me he’s nothing more than a peon. You have no idea
what kind of power I have. But I digress. This conversation isn’t about me, after all.”
“I’ll never tell you anything,” I say.
Adam laughs. “You really believe that, don’t you? Never is a long time, Ryan.”
He walks towards me, leaning so close I could count his pale white eyelashes. I suck in a
breath. He looks so much like Astra, the hair, the eyes, even that little smile on his lips, as
if we are sharing a secret or an inside joke.
I spit in his face, enjoying the way the features twist into something foreign and
ugly for a split second before he regains composure. Adam sighs, wiping the spittle with
his sleeves. “Hard way it is, then.” He gestures towards the door, and armed guards
emerge, hauling me up out of my chair. I try to struggle, but my limbs feel sluggish,
distant from my body. I wonder if this is how Astra feels all the time.
“This is your choice, Ryan. You’re forcing me to take these measures. I want you
to remember that.”
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“What are you going to do with me?”
“We don’t believe in waste at Solas. You could’ve done great things here, made
amazing strides. You’re a bright boy, Ryan, I’ve read your file. It's too late for that now,
but that doesn’t mean we can’t put your mind to use.”
Shock freezes my feeble struggles, all function shutting down as the implications
of his words sink in. “That’s—”
“An antiquated practice, I know. It’s easier, more cost effective to breed our own
stock. Human bodies wear out far too quickly without the genetic modifications. But we
still use them from time to time. You should feel flattered. Not everyone is compatible.
It’s a testament to your intelligence.”
One of the guards lifts me clean out of the chair, as if I weigh no more than a
kitten. We’re moving. Long white hallways lined with doors. We go into a shiny silver
elevator. I watch as the glowing red numbers descend. I think they gave me something, a
tranquilizer maybe. It’s getting hard for me to focus. The elevator dings softly and settles
on B4.
Down another hallway, this one dimmer. My vision is swimming. We come into a
room with some sort of equipment, but I can’t get a good look at it. All I see is blinking
lights.
“No,” I murmur.
“Shh,” Adam says. I’m laid down on a padded table. My arms and legs are put
into cold steel restraints. “It'll all be over soon. And then I’ll have access to everything in
your head. Every little thing.”
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His features swim before my eyes, blurring into a familiar silhouette. My hand
twitches, tries to reach out, and I feel fingers intertwine with mine.
“Astra,” I slur.
A gentle squeeze, and I feel a hand stroking my face. “You’ll be seeing him
soon.”
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Chapter 33

Astra
The vents are long and winding, so thick with gas that it's difficult to see more
than a few feet ahead. I have the layout memorized. Some information has slipped now
that I'm out of the system, the human brain having no capacity to hold such a vast amount
of information even with my enhancements, but buildings schematics are deeply
engrained. It’s almost like I'm crawling through my own body.
But it’s different stretched out in three dimensions rather than a blueprint on a
screen. The gases interfere with the security cameras, so this is one of the few areas I've
never seen. It’s disorienting, and I worry I've gotten us lost. Our oxygen will only last so
long. We can’t afford to linger here.
“Are we there yet?” Kris asks. She sounds petulant, like a child.
“Almost,” I say, a certainty I do not feel.
After another ten minutes, we do find light at the end of the tunnel, slipping out of
the airlock. From there we shed our cloaks and go through the decontamination process.
Decontamination is uncomfortable, and designed more for robots than for humans,
though the same process is used for both. We are sprayed with stinging antiseptic and we
have to be careful to keep our eyes and mouths tightly shut and hold our breaths to avoid
ingesting any of the solution. And there is no regard for modesty. Contaminated clothes
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must be discarded. I don’t think much of it until I strip off my clothes and hear a gasp. I
glance over. Both Sarah and Kris are staring at my scars.
The wires have left their mark, little bullseyes of raised skin all over my body.
The thicker cords had extended from my spinal column, so the scars on my back are more
pronounced, nothing like the pinpricks on my arms and legs. I hurry into one of the
maintenance uniforms.
“I’m sorry,” Sarah says. “I just... I knew you were... inside, but I guess I never
imagined what kind of scars that might leave.”
I smile, running my fingers down the raised skin on my arms. I remember Ryan’s
fingers there, gently stroking like he was trying to ease an old hurt.
“They’re ugly,” I had said then.
"Yes,” Ryan had agreed. “But they’re part of you, and that makes them beautiful,
too.”
They would never feel beautiful to me, but the way Ryan had touched them had
almost made me believe him. “This is nothing, just skin deep. The real damage is what
you don’t see.”
Their gazes turn pitying, and I turn away. I’m tired of being a victim, tired of
feeling helpless and trapped. Solas has taken everything from me, a body, a life, the very
thoughts in my head. They won't take Ryan from me too. I’ll get it all back if it kills me.
We press forward. The decontamination chamber opens up into a maintenance
room. It’s where the broken-down machines are stored before they’re fixed. By necessity
we had to discard all our gear, for it is contaminated now, too dangerous to carry, but this
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scrap depot provides new options. Kris tears a laser off a robot arm that still seems to
work, and Sarah finds a gun meant for maintenance that shoots magnetic staples. I don’t
take anything for myself. I will be my own weapon.
We grab a cart, filling it with miscellaneous robot parts to legitimize our cover
story as maintenance workers, and walk out the doors. I'm acutely aware that we are back
in camera range, and it's strange being on this end of the scope, knowing that we are
being watched by eyes identical to mine.
Nobody pays much notice to us as we walk down the halls. Just a group of
janitors heading to the primary maintenance hub. It’s there that we will find an access
point where I can hack in. However, I find myself coming across familiar faces. Here is
that man who wrote emails to his mother once a week, the woman who had gotten
engaged and if all had gone as planned was married just last month. I see two researchers
walking hand in hand. I had followed their romance since its inception, from the first
subtle glances to sex in one of the supply closets. All three-dimensional, flesh and blood.
It strikes me then that they had never quite been real to me, just images at the end of my
lens. But they have entire lives outside of my perception. They have breakfast, raise
children, care for pets, and fall in love. They had never thought much of my existence,
never considered me as a person, but maybe I had never thought of them as people either.
We duck into a little used maintenance port, mostly for secondary systems.
Generally, it’s only in use during widespread blackouts and systems failures, which we
haven’t had in years. It isn’t ideal, it’d be easier if I could hack in from a more direct port,
but those would be guarded, supervised. My intrusion would be caught immediately.
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Better to ease my way in. Slowly, I step towards the data stem. There are plenty of extras,
waiting just in case a port fails, ready for a new unit to be plugged in. I inhale a breath
and reach for the trailing wires. I had been plugged in before, yes, to wean off the
withdrawal, but those had been primitive and only a partial connection. To go back into
the Cortex, the system I had grown up in, I fear I will never come out.
But this is for Ryan. This is the fastest way to find him. The Cortex is nothing if
not efficient. I quickly strip down, stepping towards the data stem. I glance back towards
my team. “Can you help me?” I ask, gesturing towards the wires.
Silently, they press the cables into the ports in my back, my arms and legs. Ivey
has prepped my body as much as he could beforehand, carefully tending to the entry
points for ease of access, but there’s only so much he could do. Old wounds are
reopened, new skin that had grown over the holes tearing. The wounds will be cleaned
once the chamber is filled with amniotic fluid. The pain is excruciating, but I endure it. I
can’t risk being drugged again.
Once I’m connected, I nod towards Kris, who has her hands on the control
console. The tubing goes up, separating me through a layer of glass. I force myself to
stand still as the chamber fills to drown me and fighting the urge to hold my breath as my
mouth and nose is immersed. I remind myself that the fluid is special, breathable. I will
survive this. I will survive this. Kris and Sarah’s faces waiver before me in the ripples of
fluid.
I close my eyes, and I feel it, the connection welcoming me home. It’s quieter
than I'm used to, my port barely connected to the system, but I know my way around the
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security protocols, know what data to push to bring me forward. It feels like I’ve
awakened.
The data stem burns my back, the wires shocking me under my skin. But I can
focus through the pain, immerse myself in the data. I'm looking for something.
I know what I'm meant to be doing, searching for a weakness in the Cortex, a way
to get into the artificial sun. It’s the hub of the system, to destroy it would crumple Solas.
But I have a more important mission. Someone has to know where Ryan is. All data is
logged and at my fingertips. I dig deeper and deeper, ignoring security protocols and
other inquiring minds. I’ve never been in this deep before. If I'm not careful, security
could burn all the neurons in my brain. It would be suicide. It would be worth it.
And then I find him. I feel him, Ryan’s consciousness pressing against mine. His
fear fills my entire being, his pain, and shock. He can barely hold his thoughts together.
It’s the psychic equivalent of a panic attack. The shock makes me lose my concentration,
and I’m pushed out of my deep dive. I’ve been detected.
My eyes shoot open, my hands pounding against the glass. I need to get out. Let
me out. The liquid drains, the tube lowers. I rip the wires out the back of my neck, barely
feeling the burn as they leave me. Sarah rushes to my side, pressing clothes into my
hands.
“What happened?” she asks.
I put on the shirt and pants, not caring how they stick to my damp body. “They
found me. Security will be coming. You need to get out.”
“We can’t. We have a mission,” Sarah says.
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I look at her and then at Kris hovering over Sarah’s shoulder. “I will finish it. I
promise you that. I know what to do. Just go. Get reinforcements if that will make you
feel better. There should be people coming in, ready to help us take the city after the
Dome falls. But go now.”
Sarah looks at me intently, perhaps searching for bravado or a lie. She nods.
“Okay. Finish this for us. But be careful.”
I will do no such thing. Now is not the time to be careful. We head out the door
together, but quickly part into opposite directions.
The path I need to take is burned into my brain. I run down hallways. People are
looking at me. I see guards approach.
“Stop right—”
My body is sparking with energy. I throw three guards against the wall without
breaking stride. I barely even process these obstacles. Before long, I’m in front of an
elevator. It requires a code to work. I place my hands against the doors, feel along the
elevator, my mind running across electric pathways. I hear a soft ding and the doors open.
The elevator is too slow, so I make it go faster. As fast as I can without crushing it
on the way down. Some numb part of me is impressed. Even I didn’t know I could
manipulate an entire elevator, but I’m more interested in watching the numbers change.
The elevator comes to a lurching stop, and I run out. I find the room I’m looking
for. More guards are thrown out of my way before they can life their guns. I have no
doubt that more will be swarming in minutes. I won’t be here that long.
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Ryan hangs there, encased in glass and amniotic fluid. I’m relieved to see that
they haven’t immersed him completely, at least not yet. His connection for now is
temporary, nothing but thin wires at the base of his skull. His body wasn’t made for this.
They need to ease him in, so he doesn’t die from shock.
“Beautiful, isn’t it,” a voice remarks behind me. I turn around, and I’m not
entirely surprised at what I see.
My body, my face, older and healthier. It makes sense. Who better to run Solas
than one of us? It’s easy to run a system when you are the system.
The anger flares, and I lunge forward only to be pushed back against the wall. I
see a smug grin split my doppelganger’s face and feel a presence push into my
consciousness. His mind pressing into mine.
I’ve never felt anything like this before, not even inside the Cortex. This isn’t cold
data and code. This is another consciousness with intention. I can see his entire history in
a millisecond.
There once was a boy named Adam. Adam was special, unlike any other boy that
came before him. He was sensitive. He could move his toys around him with a mere
thought, turn on his Slate by willing it.
Adam’s father was a great man, the great Dr. Sirius Schaefer, and he saw Adam’s
potential. So, he brought Adam to his lab, ran tests, drew blood and spinal taps. It was
hard on Adam, but he was told he was special, that he was helping the world. He endured
it because it made his father happy.
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As Adam grew, the tests continued. His father started mapping Adam’s genome.
He thought he could make more of Adam to tap into his body’s energy. Adam could turn
Harmony into a utopia. But it would take time. Adam must be preserved, so Adam was
locked away into glass, wires, and fluid. This kept him alive for many years as his energy
was siphoned away. Schaefer realized that even Adam had his limits. He could only
stretch his capabilities throughout Solas Headquarters. But many Adams could power an
entire city. So, little brothers were created and raised. Soon, they would be brought into
the system. Newer models. They wouldn’t need Adam anymore.
Adam wasn’t going to let that happen. He had been given a long time to think
while in the wires. He didn’t believe that his father or his little group of corporate
followers were equipped to handle such power. If anyone was going to be in control,
shouldn’t it be Adam? And Adam had time to plan, to worm his way through the security
systems. When the upper executives got together to celebrate the integration of the new
Wired series, he filtered poisonous gas into the vents. He killed them all. For a time, he
took over his father’s identity. So much is done electronically these days, it wasn’t hard.
When an appropriate period had passed, Adam took over the company. After all, as Dr.
Schaefer’s son, who was more suitable?
Adam allowed the Wired experiments to continue. His father’s ideas were sound,
he was just misguided. The Wired were of Adam’s stock, so it was his right to decide
what to do with them. Survival of the fittest. With the Wired, he would control this city
and everyone in it.
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I hear Adam’s voice pressing against my mind. But not you, Astra. You’re strong.
You got out and survived. I’ve been where you’ve been, little one. I can help you.
I can feel the loneliness in him, the lack of anyone who truly understands him.
People are slow, boring creatures. I feel warmth from him, a sort of fatherly pride, and I
have to laugh. Such ego.
I don’t need your help.
Because you have the boy? He will never understand you like I can, Astra. He’s
not one of us.
I know. All my life I have been living in my own head, alone with nothing but
wires. I’ve had enough of ego. Maybe Ryan and I will never completely understand each
other, but we can spend a lifetime learning. I can’t think of a better definition of love.
Adam’s smile falters and he takes a step back. The grip he has on me is so feeble,
so tentative. Such a sad little king on his sad little hill. I push back. Adam falls. He
struggles to get up, arms twitching at his sides, but I’m holding him to the floor. I pull
him into the operating table and secure his arms and legs. Once I’m finished, I lean down
and smile, gently patting his cheek. Adam can only move his eyes. I can see the whites all
the way around the iris. “You stay here, big brother. I’m working.”
I move a robot meant for surgical decontamination in front of the door. That will
take security a while to get past. I don’t want to be interrupted. I have to get Ryan out of
the Cortex, but he’s in a state of shock. I fear if I pull him out like this his mind won’t
return to his body. I pull spare wires from the data port. I don’t have time for a full
immersion, but Ryan hasn’t been fully integrated yet, so it should do. I dive in.
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Chapter 34

Ryan
They don’t put me on any drugs. Instead, they let me feel it, the burning down my
spine. I scream even after they freeze my throat, my mouth opening and closing in silent
agony.
I’m worried about Astra. Did he get away? Were they going through with the
mission? But I feel a probing presence near my mind, an intrusion trying to bury his way
into me. I try to fight, try to guard myself against attack, to think of anything else, but
Adam is too strong. He digs deep into me. I give him everything. Names, an outline of
the plan, and probable locations of the Displaced. I’ve doomed them all, and he doesn’t
stop there. He gleefully mines my mind for data. He sees me trailing my parents during
clinic hour and playing with Maria. He digs into my relationship with Evan, my time at
school, the hours I spent pouring over prosthetic schematics. He lingers on the moment I
met Astra—
No. You can’t have this.
But he takes it all. Our games, our escape. Every smile, every touch, every kiss.
Nothing is safe from his reach. And then he withdraws, and I can feel his smugness, his
satisfaction as he leaves me empty. I hate him more than I’ve ever hated anyone. All I
want is to tear him down. I try to lash out, to burn it all, do something. But my mind is

328
flashing with security warnings. Electricity courses through me until I slump in
exhaustion. How quickly anger turns to despair.
There is a message blinking in the corner of my consciousness. A text. Probably a
System Update. I try to ignore it, but it's followed by another message, and another. I get
the sense they’ll keep coming until I answer, so with resignation I open the attachment.
Astra.
I can feel him. His warmth as his mind mingles with mine. It’s a connection
beyond words. I move forward, into his interface. Our minds touch, merging and
intertwining like electricity.
I'm almost ashamed of the depths of my relief. I don’t want him here, would never
wish him back into this hell. He’s suffered enough, but I can’t help but feel glad to see
him again. It’s terrifying to be alone.
I want to ask him questions, but the only thing I can do is hold onto him, so afraid
that he might slip away. I don’t think I ever really understood what this was like, being
Wired. I don’t think anything could have prepared me for this. It’s like floating unmoored
in an electric ocean. I try to send him messages, but my thoughts are so scattered, and I
worry I might be in shock. But Astra is here, gentle and warm. It would be so easy to get
lost in this, to immerse ourselves in pixels. A world just for us. I would be happy here, I
think.
No.
It’s a shock to hear Astra’s voice in my head. Was it always so beautiful, or is that
some trick of mental process?
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This is no life, Ryan. Better to live in the world or not at all.
He’s tempted to let us stay; I can feel it. I’ve never understood him better than I
do like this, connected in the Cortex. A small, selfish part of him likes the idea of just the
two of us, forever. He likes that he’s the only thing I have left. The thrum of
possessiveness is oddly thrilling. Out there, it might have frightened me, but here I
embrace it.
No, Ryan, that’s not right. I won’t trap you like this. We need to get out of here.
I’m assaulted with images, memories of touch, music, the feeling of air against
my skin, tea going down my throat. Things I will never feel again.
We’ll be together, Ryan. This I promise. But not like this.
I reach out, struggle to form the words. What do you need me to do?
We push together, deeper and deeper into the folds of the system, looking for the
central hub, the artificial sun. We can feel it when we breach the surface. A connection of
thousands of Wired minds. They’re not like Astra. The artificial sun takes thousands of
Wired melding together into a hive mind. They are pouring into us, but it’s not concrete.
They don’t have coherent thought or memory. It’s just thousands of feelings fragmented
and stitched together, intertwining into a single voice calling out in pain. I could lose
myself in this agony.
We have to end this.
It startles me to realize that the thought is my own. No more sitting on the fence,
no more trying to find some middle ground. I know what they feel now, and it can’t go
on. Their pain is my pain, their anger is my anger. And all I want is for Solas to suffer.
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I reach out for Astra. The impact of the collective consciousness has shaken him. I
can feel him faltering, and I pull him closer, letting him lean on me for reassurance.
Let’s burn it all.
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Chapter 35

Astra
The inside of the core is overwhelming. So much energy, I feel like I might drown
in it. No, I am drowning, weightless and disconnected in one consciousness. I cease to be
Astra, instead I am a part of one organism. And that organism is dying inch by agonizing
inch, life being sucked away by the cancer of the city. These Wired are not like me. There
is no body, only the brain. They are a bundle of exposed nerves, sentient on some base
level, but robbed of the most basic functions except for pain. It’s all they know.
There’s a sort of animal intelligence there, I can feel it. Perhaps, if there was time
and some way to house this consciousness, they could learn and develop. It wouldn’t be
human life, but it could be life. But I don’t have that time, nor any idea how to separate
them from the Cortex. They will never be able to survive this. If Solas dies, then so will
they.
Sensing my uncertainty, Ryan pulls me closer. Connected like this, I feel his
emotions like my own. No longer does he feel open and vulnerable. Gone is that thread of
uncertainty that he has always lived with. This Ryan is confident, clear on his next step.
He is more beautiful than I've ever seen him, and I'm terrified without understanding
why.
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You were right, he says to me, and it runs deeper than communication. I feel his
words deep in my membrane, and with a start I realize that this may be our first
conversation unfiltered.
About what? As if I didn’t already know. But I need his mind to parse it in words,
not just his emotions, but his intent. Only then will it become real.
I believed in the system. I knew people were suffering, but that was over in some
distant realm of ethics. Never my problem. But then I met you, and you were so
completely real. And I just thought I can fix this. Like you were my personal project, like
this one thing would redeem me. If I helped you, then I couldn’t be the monster.
His emotions are so strong they practically sizzle, cutting through the overflow of
information from the Cortex, like catching a single strand of beloved lyrics in a wave of
white noise.
But it’s not enough. You were right all along. This world is rotten. There is no
redemption, not for any of us. There’s no saving it. We might as well burn it down.
My mind conjures images, memories of his family and friends,. His mother’s
hands as she handled a stethoscope, his father at the kitchen table, explaining to Ryan
about herbs and spices. The corner store next to his apartment, one of the last family run
businesses. It’s run by two women, a loving couple. Little Susie with her smiling stars
and flowers. Maria as a little girl, scraped knees and a gap toothed smile, changing into a
woman. His first kiss, his college roommate, a brief but intense relationship—
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Doesn’t matter. And I can feel his emotions crinkling around the corners, a soft,
fond feeling that emanates like the smile I've always loved. I miss it so much. The only
thing that matters is you.
And those are the only words I've ever wanted to hear. I’ve been a broken part for
so long. I’ve always wanted to matter to someone, for who I am, not what I can do.
He kisses me. I don’t know how I know this, how I can contextualize the gesture
in such a place with no physicality, but I feel it with my entire body, and it feels like love.
Help me.
We push together, and it’s exhilarating. All the boundaries that have been holding
me back, the lines I could never cross, I push pass them. I am limitless, and I am not
alone. Ryan is here, and the other Wired are supporting me, pushing deeper and deeper
with the force of an angry god. There is a crack, a hairline fracture that spreads from the
epicenter. Data breaks down, bleeds together. It is so beautiful in its brokenness. I want to
watch it forever. There’s a ringing in my ears, a thousand voices crying out, screaming,
though whether in pain or triumph I can’t be certain. Perhaps it is both.
We have to leave.
I don’t want to leave. I want to stay here and watch my rage fracture the world.
To watch the crevice get deeper and deeper, bury myself into everything that can no
longer hold me back.
Astra!
I let Ryan pull me away. Together we move along electronic pathways, further
and further until we emerge on the other side. I come back to my body with the force of
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drowning. The shock knocks the breath from my lungs, and my limbs jerk in involuntary
tremors, jarring a few of the wires still attached to me in a way that makes me wince.
The room is black and silent. The guards must have fled when the power went
out. I have to locate each wire by feel, carefully pulling them all out. So easy to remove, I
had only managed a basic connection, and look what I managed to accomplish. I never
needed the wires.
I feel along the wall, following the puddle of fluid at my feet to Ryan’s chamber.
Without power to keep the locks engaged, the tube has lowered and released a flood of
amniotic fluid. It has a faintly bioluminescent quality, and it’s enough to light my way.
“Ryan,” I call. No answer. It worries me that I can’t hear him moving or calling
out. He should’ve gotten out at the same time as me. I reach out towards a shadow and
make contact with his cool skin.
“Ryan,” I say, shaking gently. And then with more urgency when he fails to
answer. I pull the wires away, taking care to be gentle but efficient, even in my panic. It
isn’t easy to do in the dark, but my eyes are slowly adjusting, and I know the precise
locations by heart. He hasn’t been in long enough for his body to suffer too much harm,
but if I don’t do this properly, it could cause real damage.
Ryan lets out a great, hacking cough, and the relief of hearing it is so palpable my
grip on the cables nearly falters. But I keep pulling, Ryan’s hands finding mine to assist
me in this task. I guide him carefully into a sitting position. For a moment, we merely
look at each other. I can see the reflection of the fluid glowing deep in his eyes. It makes
him look alien, like a part of him, the part I love, has been left behind in the data.
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Then he smiles, a real smile with dimples and the little mole under his eyes. I kiss
him, harder, more fervently than I ever have before. I pull him forward slightly, and Ryan
crawls forward in little movements to rest between my legs. I kiss his cheek as he curls
up against my chest.
“I love you,” he tells me. I know this, there is no way I couldn’t, but hearing the
words spoken with mouth and tongue is somehow more intimate. To know that he’s
making the effort to communicate with me rather than just having the information
pumped into my brain means more. I smile, only making a small hum in
acknowledgement, and he punches me weakly on the shoulder. “Do you have something
to say to me?”
“Nothing comes to mind.”
“Astra—”
“I love you too, idiot. Of course, I do.”
Ryan sighs, curls up closer. I hear a moan in the corner of the room, and we both
freeze. Adam. We forgot about Adam. I glance over to the corner where I left him. He is
no threat now. Our mental battle has drained him. In the darkness, he looks more like me
than ever, no harsh light to clarify the little differences. The image is unnerving. This
could have been me, under different circumstances. In another life, I can see myself
making the same choices, rationalizing it all. It would be so easy.
Ryan walks over, grabbing Adam by the hair and forcing him upward. His wrists
strain against the restraints, the metal cutting into his flesh, before Ryan unlocks them.
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He pulls Adam to his feet, and I watch my own face contort in pain, hear my voice cry
out.
“Ryan!”
Ryan looks over at for a moment, I'm frightened by what I see. His face is split in
a fierce, manic grin, reveling in the anger and cruelty. I wonder if I've ever made similar
expressions. Then he sees my face, and some of my horror must show in my expression,
for he softens, shifting his grip to pull Adam firmly against his chest, holding him
immobile but not truly hurting him. “I’m sorry, love. Got carried away. Can you get me
something to keep him quiet?”
I nod, fumble around to find a syringe. I recognize the drug, have had it used on
me often enough to know the dosage and effects. It will keep him conscious, but
immobile, incapable of lashing out. It's a strange sensation to be on the other end of the
needle, but I get no joy out of it. It feels too much like hurting myself.
“What did you do?” Adam manages to say before the medication takes hold.
“We toppled your empire,” Ryan says. “Destroyed this city so we can build it
anew.”
Adam chuckles. “That’s what I thought I was doing.”
“We’re nothing like you.”
“Give it a few years.”
I slap Adam sharply, because it can’t be true. We won’t let it be true. I won’t
become him. I can’t.
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Ryan is quick to my side, Adam crumbling to the floor as he pulls me back in my
arms. “You’re not him, Astra. You're never going to be him.”
It’s familiar, comforting even, to just stand there and let Ryan lie to me. “Right.
Of course not.”
Maybe he knows me too well now, maybe we’re still connected from our time in
the Cortex, still of one mind, but for the first time, Ryan sees my uncertainty, doesn’t
accept my half-hearted responses. He looks me in the eye. “You’re not like him. The
system is built on suffering, Astra. It couldn’t continue. You saw what needed to be done,
and you had the courage to do it. It was a kindness. Someday, the world will understand
that.”
“I hope so,” I say. It’s not certainty, but it’s more than empty assurances. It’s
progress. I look over at Adam. He’s boneless on the ground, but his eyes are open,
moving. Looking at me.
“I want to see,” I tell Ryan. “I want him to see.”
We drag Adam back to his office. The halls are in chaos, employees running and
shouting, but I see Displaced forces coming in. Sarah and her team have come through.
They’re enforcing order, so hell hasn’t completely broken loose. I spot Blaire as we make
our way down the corridor. She smiles and winks.
Adam’s office is surprisingly empty. His overnight secretary appears to be
defending the room with admirable, if misguided resilience, brandishing an office chair
as we come into view. His eyes widen as he sees me, gaze going from me to his boss
being supported in Ryan’s arms, and he steps aside. We push towards the floor to ceiling
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windows, setting Adam down into a sitting position. The shutdown is moving slowly but
surely through the city as the reserve power is redirected to maintaining the Dome. There
should be enough power to keep Harmony safe from the elements, if not in comfort, for
several decades, plenty of time to rebuild. It will be a difficult transition, but Harmony
will get through it.
The city is beautiful like this, the raging sandstorm that is the sky glinting off of
the soft glow of the Dome, illuminating the sand into twisting patterns. I wonder if
starlight looks anything like this. The buildings are dim outlines, spectral shapes in the
distance. Soon, there may be chaos in the streets. People will panic. Perhaps they will
loot, scream, and fight. Or perhaps they will rise above it and come together. Only time
will tell. But right now, the city is still sleeping. It’s peaceful, especially from up here.
Quiet.
“Do you think my parents will be okay down there?” Ryan asks. It is the first
glimpse of uncertainty I've seen from him, a hint of regret, and it’s a relief. I don’t like
what I saw in the confident, unfeeling man Ryan had been projecting. I had worried that
Ryan left something behind in the system, and maybe he had, but it wasn’t all gone.
I reach out and hold his hand. “They’ll be fine. They’ll do what they’ve always
done, help the sick and injured. This new world is going to need people like them to
move forward.”
He nods and wraps his arm around my waist. I lean my head on his shoulder as
we watch the lights go out.

